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Leofa could barely see them. The tears burned her eyes and she swallowed again and again to drive the choking from her throat. It felt as though the air around her was thick with faces that frowned. She sat and felt stalks of grass bend and break beneath the folds of her cloak. In front of her the roof of the hall stretched up towards spring clouds, its brown flank seeming to breathe beneath its old thatch coat. She dragged a wrist across her eyes to stop the shifting of shapes the weeping caused. Aethelsunne would not look into her eyes now, as he had done the night before, not now they were red and swollen. A pang shot through her and she crossed her arms over her legs and let her hair fall. If she thought about her body, only her body, which was not dried and twisted like the village widows’, the struggle might ease a little. She felt the weight of herself resting against the woollen cloth, and within it, her heart. Behind her, where she no longer looked, the village men had gathered. Their faces were glum and no-one spoke. She heard running feet and youthful panting pass her, a latecomer, Straelsith, and then she heard people talking. The balance she had made in her body was upset and she felt the cloth twist painfully against her breasts. But she could not help listening.


“… these are the things of which I say Swefrith is guilty. I swear that this is the crime and I am a true accuser. Let him answer.”


“First, Aethelsunne, and my children, let us be merciful.”


“You are right, Father. But let him answer.” Upheahric’s voice rang out over the village and through the thick air that surrounded the sister of the suspected man.


The sound of Aethelsunne’s charges struck her hard. He spoke them slowly and clearly so that everyone could hear him. Then he asked for Swefrith to be brought out from his hut to stand before them. Stanmode pushed her brother so that he stumbled. With his hands bound, he was unable to stop himself falling. He stared round him with flushed cheeks as they watched him struggle slowly to his feet. Then Aethelsunne repeated himself, looking hard into his kinsman’s face. The repetition was worse for Leofa. She found herself listening because perhaps Aethelsunne would relent and say something different, but he didn’t. Word for word he said the same and only added at the end, speaking lines learned in his lord’s courts, that he was pure at heart and did not hate Swefrith. But his crimes had to be tried.

Aethelsunne had said that this was how trials had always been done, and Upheahric had nodded his head, and murmured that even his heathen ancestors had known the law as it was spoken. Leofa wouldn’t speak against this, though it hurt her heart to hear it.

But she had chosen. She had chosen a different kind of kin from that of brothers. It was the burial of Andred’s burned bones that had set her on this road. At the side of the grave, while Streamas’ hairy arms had the earth down, she remembered Swefrith’s concern that she might have told Aethelsunne that he had “walked” at night. Aethelsunne was looking at her with a lost face and she thought of sitting next to him on the bench while they gazed at the things Swefrith had made. There was the good smell of him after a day at the church-building. Swefrith had sunken eyes and he spent all day gathering the stink of sour smoke into his clothes.


Her brother was on trial before the village and she had brought him there. Aelfleda had told her to follow her heart. She went to Aethelsunne hesitantly, almost unwilling. But she had known what kind look would be in his eyes and the welcoming tones that would be in his voice.


“I answer. I deny all you have said, Aethelsunne. The Lord is a witness to my truth.” Swefrith’s voice was bitter and strong, stronger than Aethelsunne’s had been. Leofa choked again. She didn’t know whether to believe her own brother, her closest kin! There was a pause. She turned to look at the crowd. Aethelsunne should have spoken again, but there were murmurings among the villagers. 


Aethelsunne’s face would be frowning, afraid of someone shouting out that he was lying. She knew this because when she had spoken to him he had refused to believe it. He had reached out to the round brooch on her shoulder that Swefrith had made.


“I don’t know that he’s done anything wrong,” she said, as her voice had failed.


“But he did lie when I questioned him. I will talk to him and Father Owain. Father Owain will help us to understand what we are supposed to do.”


“If you think that’s the right thing to do,” she said quietly.

He smiled a strange painful smile and waited a moment, moving slightly backwards and forwards. 


“Murder is a bootless crime, and so is fire-setting. If you can’t show you are guiltless the only punishment is death.” Upheahric said. “Is there any man who would swear for you?” Leofa gnawed at her fingers. Aethelsunne would have sworn for him! But he was the accuser… she had led her brother had been led to this death. Tears built up inside the walls of her head and she couldn’t see anything but blurred shapes. “Bring out your oath-helpers, Swefrith!”


She couldn’t bear to hear his answer. She knew he had none. She stretched herself full length on the grass and thought of Aethelsunne, willed him to do something.

“Without men to support your word, my kinsman, your denial doesn’t mean anything.” Upheahric’s voice was unhappy but resigned.


“The minds of my kinsmen are all poisoned. There is more danger here than you all know. I didn’t kill Andred, but evil has made you think I did.”


“Evil!” Father Owain shouted over his last words. Leofa wondered why he was so certain that her brother hated God. He was a man of God, though, and he knew more than the others. She pressed her body to the grass so that its coolness spread along her belly.


“He is a free man, Father Owain,” Aethelsunne! But he sounded doubtful – “he has more rights to defend himself. Is that right, Upheahric?”


A muffled sound. It sounded like agreement from the others. Leofa raised her head from the grass smell. She knew that the blades had marked her face. The light was bright in her newly reopened eyes. The villagers had gathered closer together. Necks and heads craned round one another and leather shoes slipped and crushed each other. The low shapes of huts were close either side of the gathering as though they wanted to play their own parts. It looked as though all the world were crowded into that small space. 


“Why should a God-hater get any more defence? We’ve seen that he has no oath-helpers! He can’t swear he didn’t do it!” Stanmode’s voice boomed over them all. “Why should we give him more chances?”


“Because he’s your kinsman, Stanmode.”


Her heart swelled for Aethelsunne, but his words also reminded her of what she had done. She could see his head over the clustered backs of men. 


“There are other forms of trial, Swefrith. I have seen them all in the courts under Thane Berhtic. I could take an oath against you, or you can prove yourself by ordeal in front of Father Owain.”


Ordeal! She groaned.


“But that will not be today. You will have time to consider how you want to be tried while we watch over you.”


“What will we do with him now, Aethelsunne?” Godric’s growled question stopped the young man short.


“What do you mean?”


“Surely now it’s time to take him to a proper trial before full free men. Won’t your lord want to know what’s happening?”


Aethelsunne laughed, but his face flushed. “My lord’s power is given to me here. We were to build the church alone, and we will make our law alone.” His voice was strident. “We don’t need further help. Not yet, anyway. We haven’t yet truly found out Swefrith’s guilt. Leave it all to me, Godric. I’ll do what’s right.”


Swefrith’s eyes bulged as he gazed at the smith. Godric knew that other men were watching him too, and his words were not welcome. What could a Mercian anhaga know? He retreated a little into the crowd.


The crowd parted and faces turned towards Leofa. Aethelsunne came out from the circle with his head high. His hand gripped Swefrith’s arm. Her brother’s head swung to and fro as though he had been slaughtered. His dragging feet caught in the yellowing grass that marked the path, but Aethelsunne held him upright. Before they saw her, Leofa got to her feet and ran, painfully, out of sight.

Godric had forgotten that here in Berenicia the accused man was asked no questions in public during the trial other than whether or not he was guilty. The asking of questions when a man was being guarded, he supposed, happened more often. But he had not attended many trials after he left Mercia. He had certainly never seen one so small, so badly prepared for. It was an assembly of free men at least, and Aethelsunne had spoken some of the forms of the law. That had been right, but nothing else had been. Swefrith had had no chance to gather oath-helpers, and barely believable things had been said about him. Other things normally required were missing because of Aethelsunne’s hurry. A thane, at least, had to sit at such an event. Perhaps if they had taken Swefrith out of the village and to the new abbey he would have found more oath-helpers among his kin. Perhaps Aethelsunne didn’t want that. Aethelsunne might even have been Swefrith’s oath-helper if the trial had happened in the new abbey. That wouldn’t have been quite the same for him. But what Godric had feared most had not happened. Swefrith had not turned the accusations away from himself towards him. The could still happen, even so. It was better that Swefrith was still suspected. The church might now have more support in the village.


But he was only thinking about the trial because his mind was unwilling to struggle to make sense of what had happened the night before. Answers presented themselves when he thought about the trial. They did not when he thought of Aelfleda.


Godric went into his smith’s hut. There was still time to stoke up the fire before it grew dark. In the shadows under the damp-smelling roof, he reached for his old faithful tongs and pushed them into the heaped white ash. He turned over a few embers and blew on them so that white flecks spiralled up around his eyes and their red underbellies glowed. Then he began to prepare the fire. The water that stood in the bucket nearby was old, but it would do its job if it was needed. Smoke began to rise in wisps. The smell of it was sharper than he remembered, but then many of his actions were slow. It had been a long time since he had worked properly in here. It would be longer still before he took up his smithing tools in earnest again. Tonight he was only straightening tools that had been used and damaged in building the church. He knew from experience that metal would break if he straightened it too many times, but he could not use that pick from the goats’ pen, and there was no time to make new ones. That pick, the bloody one, would go in the river as soon as it was dark. Aelfleda had made sure that that would be its fate.


Her fingers had been pressed into his arm in that enveloping darkness – pressed into his arm! I have sinned, Father. They were walking in silence. Godric was thinking about how well the wounds on her face had healed and that she was not afraid. She told him about the prowling night-stalker that had pursued her while she pursued Andred and Erderinca, but last night it had been sleeping. The cracking of twigs had been only the voice of a kindly but exhausted spirit. Her fingers were pressed into his arm and her body was close to his. She stopped their slow walk and he half-turned his head, but she put her lips to his ear so that they brushed his skin.


He paused in pressing the handle of the bellows. The very idea of it sent a thrill from the side of his head into his belly.


“Stand here a moment.” Then the soft sound of her breathing. He had waited, his whole body trembling. He had forgotten everything that had happened before this moment. “I want you to do something.”


He nodded, unable to speak. She must have felt the movement of his head. She made a small sound in her throat, then stepped away from him. His body chilled where her warmth had been. 


“Andred is in front of you,” she whispered. “You hold the pick in two hands. Show me how he died.”


He wanted to protest, to hand back the imagined weapon she had put, unseen and unfelt, unto his hands. Andred was dead, buried. He opened his mouth to speak.


“Remember that I kissed you,” she said, her voice no louder than the birdsong that still lingered here and there in the depths of the woods.


“H-how did he die then?”


“Don’t pretend you don’t know. Strike the first blow, then the others. Now, while there is moon enough for me to see.”


He stood for a moment longer, then raised his blue-sheened hands as though he gripped the pick haft. He ran forward a few steps, and struck at air-made flesh. He stepped back to let the body fall.


“Wait until he’s dead,” she said. “Now, he has bled. Do the rest.”


Godric walked slowly round the patch of earth on which Andred lay. Then he raised his hands into the air and brought them down, raised them, brought them down again and again. Sweat ran down under his arms. As his breath began to come more quickly he stopped. The moon had gone behind a cloud and he could not see her. Then she laughed.

“It was all true. Except that you forgot to fall over.” Her voice was sharp.


“Why did you make me do that?”



He went towards her shadowy shape, but she had moved on towards the river. As he ran after her, half-afraid that tomorrow the evidence of what he had done would be found, he felt all the eyes of the forest on him. Not men’s eyes – not in all that distance of forest and fields was there a man’s eye, but other eyes, which would whisper what had happened until men heard it.

Before she had made him act out Andred’s death, she had already made him half-mad, but not as badly as that. This was the visit she had made him promise her. On the way there, while he watched the flapping of the soaked hem of her dress, he tried to make her tell him why she wanted to go there. She only said that she wanted to understand.

Beneath the high arch at the beginning of the city, she had paused and touched the cool stone. It was getting dark. He couldn’t smell the forest here, or the grass, though they still stood on it.


“The place will be harder to find when it gets darker.”


“Yes.” She stepped over the threshold onto the dead stone. He followed and the softness of her shoulders filled his vision. Against the deepening greyness of the stones she seemed to wield some spell over him and he stumbled on a fallen piece that rolled rattling over the hard ground. She waited for him. When they moved on together, he became aware that she was close to him. His knuckles ran along a rough surface that rose up beside him. Their steps grew louder and faded away as they passed between thick walls that still kept fragments of their roof. No giant would have had to duck his head under them. He glanced at the shadow of Aelfleda’s face.


After some time they reached the place, but Godric had thoughts in his head that he never expected to have in its presence. He had forgotten how close it was to where Stanmode had found Andred’s fire. 


“Is this it?” she asked in a hushed voice. He said it was. A high pillar drove up towards heaven here and the ragged look of the hard stones seemed smoothed out. But Godric could not look long at the walls around him. He could barely call the image of the Cross to mind, and he thought of a prayer he might pray, but he didn’t. He couldn’t look away from her shape against the gloom.


Perhaps he should not have brought her. If she had been here that first day, he would not have been able to look away from her to see the five gems, the pouring blood and the great light of what had been revealed. He might even have used the Holy Light to see her more clearly.


She stood still for a long time. Then, with a shudder that ran up through her, she spoke. “Yes,” she said clearly. “Yes,” Then, “Godric?”


Her hand was stretched out towards him. Like a man staggering from the battlefield he lurched towards it and then her body was against his. He felt the blood rush to the front of him and her breasts loose under the thickness of her dress and her shawl. He gasped a little. Her belly was pressed to his, then her lips to his, the warmth of her nose beside his. He reeled and she let him go.


Then she led the way out of the city, and out onto the open grass. A few steps from the city, she turned, and put the unseen pick into his hands.

He caught up with her at last on the bank of the river. He caught her with his hand and felt the muscles and the bones moving inside the cloth. “Why did you make me do that?” he asked again.

“It was your pick,” she answered. “You know how best to use it.”


As the icy water ran up his shoes and into them, she turned to him. She held their bodies apart, but she kissed him again.

Godric realised that he was staring into his smithy fire. The metal he was going to straighten had cooled again. With a sigh he rubbed his hand over his still expectant lips. He had to work. Sparks rose up golden around the iron as he plunged it into the burning.

“So Leofa is asleep?”


“Yes. She is now. She let me look around, though she didn’t look very happy about it. I brought these things.” Straelsith handed Aethelsunne the cloak he held by all four corners and a stout staff.


“Thank you Straelsith. You can go now.” The boy’s eyes were tired – it was late. Aethelsunne smiled affectionately at him. Straelsith’s face was glum and he didn’t acknowledge the smile. He turned his back and was gone into the night beyond the light from the door of the storage hut. Aethelsunne crouched and opened out the cloak. Inside there was a pair of shoes, trousers and leg-bindings. All were deeply stained with earth. The staff, too, had earth ground into the end of it. There was chipping higher up in the smooth round surface. Aethelsunne weighed it in his hands. It was very sturdy and had clearly been cut for use as a tool. One of Godric’s pick hafts? After he had turned it and the clothes round a few more times, he gathered up the cloak and went inside the hut.


Black smoke guttered from the torch. Swefrith’s face gleamed in the heat. Aethelsunne dropped the clothes and the staff on the wood of the floor not far from him. He jerked his body as though he had just been woken from sleep. Aethelsunne watched the movements of his eyes.


“Here, let me get you some water.” Aethelsunne picked up the skin from the other side of the hut and carried it in his arms so that it was taut against him. He sat down beside his kinsman and gave him the skin. Swefrith drank in gulps and his eyes ran. Aethelsunne took the skin back and drank as well.


There was a new bond between them other than their positions as captor and captive and their knowledge of what Leofa had done. Aethelsunne felt that he had to take Swefrith’s soul in his hands and carry it somewhere. Aethelsunne, now possessed everything that made Swefrith what he had been.


Aethelsunne leaned his head back so that he could feel the shape of the wattle wall digging through his hair. He wanted Swefrith to ask what the things were that he had brought in. 


Aethelsunne spent a long time thinking after the trial. He wanted to tell Leofa that her brother had not killed Andred, but he hadn’t seen her. Aelfleda had spoken to him too. She had not mentioned the trip over the river he knew she had taken, after which she had returned with her clothes running with water. Instead, she had asked him about the trial.


“It went as I’d expected, sister. No better, no worse.” She smiled and he saw a look in her eyes that he could not fathom. “I hope my lord would have approved.”


“So Swefrith has no oath-helpers?”


“No.”


“Don’t forget who made that pick.”


“I won’t, Aelfleda.”


Now he wanted to make it true that Swefrith had not killed Andred. If he could show it was true the village would not disagree with him. He had sent Straelsith to disturb Leofa, afraid to go himself, to find anything hidden. Straelsith had done his duty. Perhaps Leofa had  helped him because Aethelsunne had sent him… he liked that thought. Perhaps it was true.


Swefrith had still not said anything. Aethelsunne pushed himself away from the wall with his elbows and pulled the cloak towards him. With an uncertain voice, he asked Swefrith to look at the things. His kinsman cast a half-look over the heap of filthy clothes.


“I don’t need to. I know what they are.”


“What are they, kinsman?”

How could he explain? The water had moistened his throat, but still he couldn’t start to say the words. Aethelsunne didn’t feel like a kinsman any more, though it was to him his sister had turned. Aethelsunne was a warrior, with a Lord and a lord, a sister and Swefrith’s sister, and Ediscum listened to what he said. Swefrith was kinless, suspected and committer of crimes, his skills abandoned because he had been too afraid of too many gods. And now he had to tell this – kinsman – about how he spat on his hands to make his grip firmer, how he pushed earth to and fro with the smell of it in his nose. Aethelsunne would nod slowly. And Swefrith would be there again in the dark with the sweat on his body, eyes guessing at the things he reached for to steal or break, ears straining so hard that even the scurrying of animals sent him running wildly away to hide in bushes until he realised that Godric had not found him.


Aethelsunne was waiting, his face soft and shadowed.


Swefrith had to explain to Aethelsunne what drove him out, trembling, into the cold spring nights to destroy God’s church, then flit back to his hut with filth on his clothes, or wet, as he had been on the night when he turned the stone over and dropped it into the river. He would lie down in the dark, knowing that Leofa had heard him come back and praying she had not. Despite everything, he was still able to pray, he meant to say. He didn’t hate God, or the old gods. All he knew was that when the shaven-headed monks and their warriors had come, only a few had stayed with the old faith – and many had died in the sickness that followed. The old gods were not dead yet and the new one had allowed them to live…


But all he said was: “I wore these things when I filled in the pits that were dug for the church. All the other things that happened there were done by me.”


“Did you kill Andred, or burn his hut?”


“No.”


“Do you swear it?”


Swefrith rolled his eyes as far round as he could, so that they hurt. He was too frightened to move his head. Aethelsunne was leaning towards him and he could hear his breathing, but he could tell no more about him. Leofa had made the right choice. Swefrith, was no kinsman to have. It had to happen.


“No, I don’t.”


Then Aethelsunne was on his feet, shouting something he didn’t listen to. Then, again: “You’re a coward, Swefrith, of course you didn‘t do it, you’re just a fool, it’s plain you didn’t do it. If you’ll swear, I’ll be your oath-helper.”


“But look what I have done,” He could hear his voice high and wailing like a child’s.


“There’s a difference between that and what you haven’t done. God is merciful and Father Owain will forgive you, even if you tell him why you did it. Why did you do it?”


He couldn’t answer. His heart was beating with joy. No more skulking and hiding. He would even do a share of the work on the church if Aethelsunne would be his oath-helper, and help him carry his heavy weight up to the door of his forgiveness. He almost felt his kinsman’s back against his own, supporting him so that he wouldn’t have to carry the weight of his thoughts alone any more.


He opened his eyes. Aethelsunne was staring at him with an open mouth, waiting. He had to hurry and grasp the hand stretched out for him.

Stanmode stretched his legs by the fire. He rested his back on the wall. His belly was tight against his tunic, full of food that unfree Cnapa had made for him. The slave woman had been good to him. It had been a long while since the cauldron-stand had been set up over his own fire, but he had rarely gone hungry. He trusted Cnapa to do well for him and she brought him his food whenever it was time in the village to eat. He’d often thought of telling her to make her own meal first, for she was surely hungry while she made his. But then, he supposed, she probably used his scraps for herself – she came to collect them very humbly – and he didn’t want to deprive her of them. His wife, now in God’s hands since not long after the first monks had come, and fortunately buried a long way from Andred, had known better what he liked, but he enjoyed the feeling of having fed well. It was late in the evening, but instead of dozing off, he was thinking of the church. He could see it in his mind, exactly how it would look. Father Owain had good eyes and explained things well.

It had taken Stanmode a long time to remember that priests would know a lot about holy buildings before. He should have thought of it sooner. Work had been wasted while he wondered. Still, now he had thought of it, he had made good use of Father Owain’s good eyes. Perhaps men closer to God could see things more clearly. 


The walls would rise up twice a man’s height and slope slightly towards each other. Each corner would be made of big stones so that when you saw it would be short and long, short and long on each side of the corner. There would be a thick door. The roof would be thatch, of course. There would be windows, too, high up so that the light would enter easily. They would be hard to make – perhaps he could make them very small. Inside he would have the arch from the city before the altar. He would have to make sure that when they took it down he would be able to remember how to put it up again. How they would decorate it, he didn’t know. But by then his part of the task would be done. He felt wind rise up in his throat and he let it out through his nose.

The only thing that remained to be leanred was how to make the mortar that would bind the stones together. He had tried some mixes with straw, old leaves sand from the river banks – but they had come to nothing. He would have to ask Father Owain again.

Still, the first rows of stones had been laid in the foundations. There was space enough between them for the mortar when it would come. It had been hard work, for once the stones had been dropped into the space, many hands had had to help shift them if they fell at the wrong angle. Straelsith’s thin legs had been very helpful. He could fit in the spaces between the stone and the earth wall and tell them where they should move it to. 


Oh yes, something still had to be done about the “devil’s stone”, as they called it. Father Owain had made them bring it out of the water and he had promised to lift the curse off it. But they’d waited a long time and Father Owain’s mind was still elsewhere. You shouldn’t hurry God, though, Stanmode thought, shifting his heavy buttocks on the floor and feeling a pleasant thickness in his head brought on by hard work and ale.


Father Owain was still busy with that business with Swefrith, he supposed. Imagine Swefrith killing the old man! Stanmode licked his lips and grinned to himself at the thought. Swefrith could not handle a pick. Everyone could see that he couldn’t have done it. Still, it wasn’t wholly comfortable to see and hear people talking about what had happened. He had sworn with Godric to tell Aethelsunne the tale they had told, but Godric was beginning to act strangely. He hoped that his trust in the warrior’s word wasn’t wasted. Of course, Standmode hadn’t told him about his dream, or the knife, or anything to do with them. Anyway, there wasn’t any need because Swefrith was the one in trouble, and Stanmode’s conscience had stopped bothering him. He’d even stopped carrying the knife around. It’d turned out to be useless. These days it lay under his bedding, wrapped in cloth. Suddenly, he found himself reaching out to make sure it was still there. He stopped his hand. It wouldn’t be very helpful to frighten himself again.


He though about Godric again, because it was less worrying. The smith had been distracted by something all day. Normally, the two of them would take charge of the building together. Stanmode would say what had to be done. Then Godric would point to the men and tell them where they should stand and what they should do… They’d got less done than they’d expected lately. 

Was it that fewer men were coming these days? Perhaps they missed Aethelsunne’s strength more than they knew. When this foolishness with Swefrith was over Aethelsunne would come back and help. There was no question of that not happening… but, yes, Godric. 

Today of all days, when men had to work with their eyes in true so that the stones wouldn’t be laid wrong, he had mumbled and Stanmode had had to take charge of everything. Godric had also been muttering something that Stanmode had not wanted to hear, about kinsmen plotting murder and burying under great oak trees. He preferred it when the smith spoke about the “barren worship-places” of the old gods, which was good to think about when you were building a church to the real one. As evening came on Godric began to look round like a hare catching the scent of dogs, and do even less work. Stanmode would have thought that, since he had started the church after his big vision, he would have wanted to help lay its first stones in the ground… 


They would have to bring more stones down from the city. Today’s work had made their pile by the river smaller than Stanmode expected… And, he realised, stiffening his legs a little, Godric had not wanted to touch any tool with metal in it all day. Other men had always had to pick them up. He just left them lying about. And he a smith and all! Stanmode could trust Godric, but… Godric did not seem to be Godric.


Stanmode made a grumbling noise in his throat. He wasn’t relaxed any more, and was angry with himself. A day of God’s work done and now he was worrying, all because of the death of a heathen. He spat into the fire and listened uneasily as the spittle hissed away on a black ash-crusted branch. This was the feeling he had had at the trial – though it wasn’t like any trial he remembered from the old days – when he had found himself speaking without expecting to. That had been bad. He didn’t like to find that hec could do that sort of thing. 


Perhaps it wasn’t so late at night after all. Godric wouldn’t be asleep. He would go and have a few words with him. Stanmode got to his feet and pushed aside the cloak over his door.

He had only gone a few steps, but already the dampness from the gathered clouds had got into his nose and into his clothes. There were things rustling about his feet, too. They were most likely the hens that pecked around the village waking each other up, but he didn’t like the sound. He began to think that perhaps it wasn’t so important to speak to Godric tonight. And he would have to rise early so that he could pray with Father Owain and then ask him about the mortar they had used in the stone buildings he had seen. His steps slowed. Then he stopped and twisted his body, looking back at the warm light of his own fire. Most of the village around him was completely dark. He could only see two fires burning, in Father Owain’s hut and the other… it was hard to tell… Upheahric’s. Strange that these two were still awake. Then he heard steps behind him and turned, raising his hands.


“Who’s there?” he demanded as gruffly as he could.


“Upheahric,” The old man came close to him with rustling steps.


“What are you doing? It’s late.”

“I was just walking. Walking and thinking. But sometimes I think that Ediscum has seen enough people walking around at night,” the old man said with a dry laugh. “It’s not as if it’s brought us much good for a long time.”


“That’s as may be. All that walking never did us much good. It was heathen stuff.”


“You’re too young to really know, Stanmode. When the priests first came you weren’t much more than a child. There was a lot of walking at night then, and until they came from over the hill it was important for the whole village. When we did it, it really did feel as though we were talking to our protectors. Only I – and Andred and Erderinca – really remember what it was like. But, as you say, heavenly grace has come, praise the Lord. All that walking was leading us all into hell. It is best it was forgotten.”


Stanmode did not understand the old man. There were too many men in this village who remembered the old times, he thought. His hands suddenly felt heavy as though one swing of them would grind Uphearic’s memory-ridden body into powder he could use to build the church. 


“It’s hard to sleep when I’ve been with Erderinca in the day,” the elder went on.


“She’s not getting any better then?”


“No,” a long, painful sigh. “She still won’t speak and Streamas tells me that she often wakes before dawn and makes horrible noises and tries to get outside. He said that sometimes he lets her go. She can’t do any harm to anyone, though perhaps he should watch her for her sake.” He half-laughed. “There it is again. Walking in the night. I suppose she dreams of Andred.”


Stanmode stood still and breathed the night air.


“Perhaps if Father Owain went to her again she may begin to get better,” said Upheahric after a moment.


“Perhaps. But could Father Owain make her speak?”


“He hasn’t seen her since the first time, when she tried to hide from him. I wonder what she’s got to tell.”


“Perhaps it’s best not to find out.”


“Nothing she could say could take away from the miracle of her speaking again. But it’s late, and here we are, still walking at night. A good night, Stanmode.”


“A good night,” Upheahric’s body was a dark shape against the firelight from his hut, and then he was gone. 


Stanmode waited. The old man’s sadness was more real to him than all he had said about Erderinca. He hadn’t foreseen these bleak things coming from Andred’s death. It was terrible.


But it couldn’t be helped. Stanmode shrugged his shoulders looked at the flame-light that still burned in Father Owain’s hut. The church would not be exactly as he had foreseen, he supposed. But it would be good enough, and all he had done to make it grow from the earth would in the end be worthwhile.

“Should I see him?” Leofa could feel her eyes widening as she said the words. Since she had made her choice, the sight of Aethelsunne was always a surprise. He was here again, except that this time he was leaning, not standing, his shoulder pressed heavily against the edge of the hut’s thatch. Thousands of tiny grass points in the thatch directed her eyes to him. There was darkness round his eyes. He looked thin as well, and his eyes glittered unnaturally even beneath this dull sky. Still, he was there and the creases in his clothes made it look as though Swefrith had clung to him all night.


When he spoke, the skin on his face stretched unwillingly. 


“Yes, you should see him. You are his sister.”


A chill ran through her, the return of old fears. When Straelsith woke her, not long ago, she had believed that Swefrith was guilty. It had been made true by some midnight spirit. But Straelsith had been less sullen he was than the night before, and even smiled when he told her to go to Aethelsunne. 


“Don’t worry Leofa. He’ll forgive you. He has a Christian heart.” And now Aethelsunne smiled.


She pushed aside the hanging cloak in the doorway. Inside, the air was dank and smelt of men’s sweat. Swefrith sat slumped in a corner. His hair hung over his face and his clothes seemed to be the colour of dirt. He did not look up. “S-Swefrith?”



His head jerked up with a start and struck the wall behind him. For a second he looked so afraid that she stopped, thinking perhaps that it would be better to go back outside. But the muscles in his face relaxed and he almost looked at her as he had done… long ago. She went forward hesitantly and crouched in front of him.


“Are you all right, brother?”


“Yes, I am. I was just asleep. Aethelsunne and I talked for a long time.”


“What came of it?”


“I‘m forgiven,” he said breathlessly. “Aethelsunne will be my oath-helper. And I won’t damage the church any more.”


“Am I forgiven?”


“You are my sister. I forgive you. Father Owain will forgive me, everyone will be forgiven.” His body was like a bird’s.


His eyes were still wary, but there was light in them. Without knowing what she was doing, Leofa pitched forward on her knees and embraced him. She breathed the smell of him into her nose, weeping with relief.


At last she leaned back and wiped away the tears on her face. “So will you go to Father Owain today?” 


“Should I?” Fear returned to his face. 


He looked up at her. “Aethelsunne and I will be with you if you want. Your guilt isn’t great enough for him to remain angry is it? And wouldn’t it be best if the village knew the truth as soon as possible?” She tried to smile. “But it’s your choice. And Aethelsunne will have to tell you what he thinks.


Swefrith looked down at the old straw on the floor of the hut. Then he said in a low voice: “Father Owain will forgive me if Aethelsunne speaks for me.”


“Yes he will.” She forced herself to say it as brightly as possible. She wondered if she should fetch Aethelsunne, but she didn’t know if that was what Swefrith wanted.

Swefrith was trying to get up. She stood first and held him under the arm, where his clothes were hot and damp, and helped him to his feet. It was as though he could barely walk, because when she was at the door he was barely half-way from where he had sat. As the light fell on his face, she could see that it had sagged like soft pottery. He looked grimly ghostly by Aethelsunne’s side. Around her she noticed the villagers beginning to look at the three of them. Aethelsunne had just woken from his standing doze outside the hut. He ran the backs of his strong hands across his eyes.


The familiar faces of the villagers, men and shawled women, free and unfree, openly now turned to stare, forgetting for a moment the goats or hens they herded or the clothes and wood they were carrying. Leofa smiled at what she thought they might be thinking. No one could know the truth except her and Aethelsunne. He and Swefrith leaned close together.

“When should I go to Father Owain?”


“When you feel it’s time. What does Leofa think?” 


She started a little at the sound of her name, but stood at her brother’s shoulder.


“When you think it’s time,” she said, looking at them both.

Swefrith led the way through the staring villagers and their loud children, often glancing behind to see if they were following him. Outside Father Owain’s hut the three of them stood in a huddle to make way for Stanmode, who was leaving. He gazed at them for longer than the other villagers, who had parted like birds before a dog. But he asked no questions and turned his back on them. Leofa waited for Swefrith to duck his head under the priest’s lintel. At last he did so, and she watched as Aethelsunne passed through. Then, as a spring shower began, she breathed deeply and followed.

Godric raised his eyes to heaven, searching for an answer. What did Aelfleda believe? Every time she spoke to him she turned their talk to Andred’s murder. He had told her… little things he hadn’t really meant to, and he spent all day wondering what he should say to her and then half-praying for guidance, and finding none. He’d come only a little way towards the answers he had looked for in his smithy after the first night.


Was it the end of the day already? As he paced about, feeling crumbs of earth from the digging crumble under his feet, he noticed that no one was left on the site. What had he done with the day? He stretched out his hands in front of him. They weren’t smooth, but the only dirt on them was from days past – not today. He stood by as the work went on and didn’t see them.


It was because of her, he knew. When she came to him every night at sunset he would answer her with a puzzled face and try to see in hers what she wanted to know. They didn’t only talk about Andred – she chattered about the work she’d done, or the animals. But he’d been told how she saw through her husband’s lies. She asked him about God, and he answered as honestly as he could, shielding her, he hoped, from the fact that even God was cast into shadow by her. She was so close – he could have her, yet he could not, though she came to him every night, was close to him, kissed him now and again. He could taste her breath, and the thought of it made him stop in mid-stride. She came to him every night but she went away before anything really happened. Every night it was as though she would do something different – but always her talk came back to the murder.


He asked himself again, what was it she believed? Perhaps she believed worse of him than she’d ever had cause to believe of her husband. The thought of it made him sick at heart. Sometimes he thought he saw that she was expecting to hear something he never said. Should he say it?


His thoughts tailed away and he found himself staring at a bright blade clotted with pieces of earth. It was a moment before his eyes really fixed on it and he could see it clearly, but he knew its shape well. It was a pick, a cousin of the one now rocking back and forth on the river bottom. He looked away from it, towards the disturbed ground under the trees. There would be a church here, he thought with surprise. 


Evening was coming in, and what should he say to her tonight? He stared at where the sun hid behind the clouds. Then, leaving the pick out in the night air, he left the church and went down into the village while his thoughts ran ahead.

Over the last few days, Aelfleda had often thought that she should take Godric into the woods and, near where Andred’s blood had soaked into the earth, make him give himself to her. When she imagined it, she saw the birds looking down on them with questioning heads, and the new leaves nodding quickly and slowly. His face would be red and his hands would shift and shift. As much as she desired it, she knew she would not, not yet. It was not the sin itself that troubled her, but the spirit that urged her to do it. Poor Godric. His face always betrayed the pain he felt when she made him act out Andred’s death. To make him fill with lust close to where Andred died would be cruel.

But she felt a thrill of the pleasure of it as she pulled her long skirts through the long grass. She was searching for flowering maddder to dig up. The roots would dye red a dress that Streamas’ wife had made for Erderinca. The widow had fouled all those that she had. There was also a thrill of being out of the village, and not even the memory Father Owain’s stern tones or the whispering of “Rheda, Rheda” in the grass could drive it away.


It was hard now to remember the thought that had driven her to Godric like this. Now that Swefrith and Aethelsunne worked shoulder to shoulder bringing stones and more stones from the city, the thoughts of the village had wandered away from Andred. Only the women and the old seemed to remember Erderinca. She pushed a low branch that reached out in front of her to one side. As she let it go it sprang back behind her with unexpected savagery. What did she want from Godric?


She had been surprised by the ease of kissing him. But that was not it. She wondered what to believe about him. It was his pick in the goats’ pen. But the arms that had struck thin air had not seemed so brutal as to be able to split Andred’s flesh. And he believed in what he had seen in the city.


There! She bent down to grasp the thin hard stem beneath the dull red colour. She paused and saw the tiny weave that made up the petals. It grew paler towards the centre. With her fingers and the piece of wood she had brought from her hut, she dug the roots out of the soft ground. The tearing noise as they came out of the earth made her remember another time when she had seen the colour of the dye – hanging in threads on broken twigs in the woods. She bent her nose to the blossom and breathed in the scent of the surrounding forest.

She remembered Godric telling men how to go about building the church. Stanmode and Upheahric and others had gone to the new abbey, with, it seemed, about half the village’s sheep and goats, to trade – so they had said, though she wondered what everyone was going to eat over the hungry summer – and to bring back clay and other things to make mortar. They had gone, and Godric had become himself again, at least on the site where the church was to be built. When he was with her he was a weaker man, prey to the fears she gave him, but with the church he could be as he had been.

When he had come to her one night, she had felt the thrill of lust she felt again today and for the first time known it for what it was. Yet he had no knownt, and his hands had rubbed together without joy.


“What is it you want me to do?” he asked despairingly.


It was better for him not to know that. She did not kiss him.

The next day, when Father Owain had told them all what Swefrith had done and not done, and Aethelsunne had sworn for Leofa’s brother and Swefrith been forgiven and had sworn to do his all for the church, and men had stood in a circle round him as though he had some foul sickness, and Father Owain had gone about the village all day with eyes that were fire-embers, she had reminded him that he had been awake early on the morning that Andred had died. 


He had looked at her for a long time. “So was Stanmode,” he said.


She had kissed him.

Later, he told her about the cloak found in the river that Stanmode had thrown back. “What colour was it?”


It was all faded, he said.


“Not this colour?” She had reached into her bosom, his eyes following the movements of her hand under the cloth. She showed him the madder-red threads.


“It had been all faded.”


Everywhere she looked there were madder plants. Every few steps she bent and dug out more roots. Her other hand was growing full, but it would be a shame not to get enough. Erderinca should not have to have a poor dress. 


The smell of the freshness of the forest made her smile. The birds sang noisily over her head. She picked some more of the flowers to go with the roots.


The village was beginning to forget Andred. As it did so, she had begun to forget other things, like the excitement she’d felt when she heard Father Owain’s words, or at the memory of the midsummer festival, or even the fear of following Andred into the city. Perhaps the only place she could feel anything like that now was sinfully, in Godric’s arms. But she did not want to believe that.


Aethelsunne, for all his eager questions, had discovered nothing. Even he thought only about the church, when he was not with Swefrith or Leofa. He and Father Owain had spoken little since the day that Swefrith had been freed from suspicion.


That was enough roots. She began to make her way back to the village.

Terrible dreams he’d had lately. Waking at night with a parched throat, he’d been unable to call out for mercy and he would lie in the smoky dark with sweat soaking into the blankets. In the morning, his fears would have faded and he would be able to see his dreams for the phantoms they really were. He would smile and they would be overcome. He would be Father Owain again. A cold shudder shook his shoulders and his finger slipped too quickly down the words on the vellum. He had lost his place.


In all honesty, his back hurt him when he sat too long reading like this. But if it was to be done, only he could do it. All Ediscum’s sins were to ride on his hurting back. He would, if he could, bear the blame and then, if he were to die, his name would be blessed by the newly blessed village.

 
He ran a hand over his face. Such thoughts were the product of too long hunched up in this little place, even with the Word of the Lord spread out before him. And yes, yes if he could take the sins of the village on himself as well as his own – though his own were great enough, Dear Lord! – then all would be well… Perhaps he would lie in the centre of the church, his body uncorrupted like Saint Ninian’s, venerated, a relic by which men would measure themselves and be more pure. Purity of men was what he desired.

It wouldn’t be gained while he sat here in the fire’s smoky light. He wasn’t far from where he had dreamed so impurely during the night. He stood suddenly, knocking the stool from under him so that it fell over. The bright centre of his shaved head scratched against the underside of his roof. He was eager to be outside, so eager that he let the stool lie and left the vellum with its broad ink strokes pinioned to the table.


Once outside, his eyes struggled to see because the brightness under the clouds. Truly, the Lord made light, and it was good, he thought to himself. But his pious impulse quickly shrank as he saw a figure approach through a gaggle of children. Her left hand was dripping earth and red.


“Good day to you, Father Owain,” Then she was trying to pass him by, her head bowed.


He struggled to find his voice, which had been wrapped up in his holy thoughts. “Aelfleda.”


“Yes Father? Is there something you need?” Her eyes were wary. He remembered seeing such looks when he had first brought the Word to simple peoples. As he had then, he moved slowly forwards with a smile and did not look at what she had in her hands.


“It’s not quite that, Aelfleda,” He spoke quietly, keeping his voice just loud enough to be heard over the children’s voices and the dog’s yapping. He began to move round her, still wearing his soft smile. She turned with him, her face set in lines. “It’s simply that I haven’t seen you at our evening prayers for a while. Have you been busy with other things?”


“Yes, Father,” She didn’t flinch. He felt a pang for the days when his words made her open-mouthed and flushed, wanting more from him. Then, her soul had been pure. He wondered what she had been doing. He hoped it was nothing to do with this Andred business. It had not been much spoken of since Aethelsunne had sworn for Swefrith, but it still annoyed him to think of it. But he wouldn’t press her.


“Well, I hope to see you there tonight.”


“Perhaps, Father,” She lifted the red flowers that he now saw she held in her hand alongside earth-smeared roots. Madder, he thought. “It’s a dress for Erderinca.”


“May the Lord have mercy on her.”


“Yes Father,” Her face turned away at last from his gaze and he was left, a bundle of flawed man in whom the Word of God flowed weakly. He watched her pass between the huts and out of sight.

Erderinca's soul still hovered between Earth and Hell. She would not welcome him, but after prayer he might perhaps begin by taking on her sins. That would balance the failure he felt. 

A madder flower had fallen from Aelfleda’s fingers. He bent and picked it up to smell the forest in it.

They had gathered in the long hall after a long and painful day. Stanmode’s return from the new abbey, with a load of clay piled up on an ox-drawn cart and the promise of more after the Easter-month, had drawn men in from the fields. They had watched – and Godric had watched – while, under Father Owain’s direction, Stanmode made mortar. The first stones had been fixed in position and Upheahric’s old voice had called for feasting in the hall. All through that time Godric’s thoughts had been fixed, like the stones.

What did Aelfleda see, there in the city? “Yes, yes,” she had said. Godric’s eyes searched the ground for two crossed reeds like the ones he saw the night after he had seen his vision. But there were none. They lay in groups, or side by side and there was no order to them. His heart beat faster as he caught the end of an empty bench and moved it closer to the fire, whose heat matched the burning inside him. Talk fell still and heads turned his way. They were expecting some great tale from him to mark another beginning for the church. He almost smiled.


Aelfleda had seen something in the city he had not.


He sat with his head bowed. Outside, he knew, the women would have begun listening, and the children would be shushed so that only the sound of larks and animals kept in the village could be heard. They waited and still he stared at the floor, looking for a cross. Still there was no cross. All the good spirits had left him. The villagers shifted, uncomfortable in the long silence.

Trembling, he raised his head.


“My kinsmen, I’ve lied to you all. Especially you, Aethelsunne, and you, Father Owain.” All those eyes. He heard them all breathe in and felt the movements they made in the hall’s close air. He closed his eyes against the firelight and the shadow in the roof. “I told you that Stanmode and I went straight out to the city on the morning Andred died. I don’t know what Stanmode was doing that morning –“


“Traitor!” He and everyone else flinched. He opened his eyes. Stanmode was coming closer and closer to him, not seeming to run, just coming closer quickly with one hand raised to strike a killing blow. “You swore as a kinsman, anhaga, that you and me would have our own story –“

Godric closed his eyes again and felt his body readying itself to take the blow. There was a cracking sound, flesh against flesh, but there was no pain. Then Aethelsunne’s voice, sharp and low, and Stanmode’s pained reply, calling on God as a witness.


“Go on, Godric. We are waiting,” said Upheahric in a thick voice. Stanmode was held by Aethelsunne and Swefrith. They turned his arms in towards his back and he glared furiously at Godric. But the rest were waiting.


“I didn’t accuse you of anything, Stanmode. All I said was that I didn’t know what you were doing, but I do know what I was doing. And may God have mercy on me.” 

There was a sudden muttering.


“Quiet,” ordered Father Owain, stern, near the door with his arms folded. They obeyed.


“The last few nights I have spent with Aelfleda. Not sinfully – not sinfully. But with her I’ve have come to understand my sins. I came here as an anhaga, my kin and my lord killed in Mercia. Though I was alone, as no man should be, I found new kin here. But a man who has been without kin is always a weak vessel and is easily deceived. A devil did kill Andred, but that devil was not there when he died.” Aethelsunne’s face was hard and Stanmode writhed in his grip. “The vision I had was sent from hell. See what it has done to us with our fighting and arguments, even though we are doing God’s work in the church. But see what it has done to me. I have blood on my hands, lustful blood.”

He waited. They drew back from him, he thought. The fire’s heat fanned his skin, but now his heart was chill. He had said it now.


“I helped Aethelsunne to find Aelfleda when she was lying bleeding outside the city. Her wounds were Andred’s doing, and it inflamed me. I knew he was a heathen, and no kinsman of mine, and now he had summoned his demons to wound the woman I – desired. I had seen the devil in the city, but had taken it for an angel, and so it could do what it wanted with me. Angry in my lust, I killed Andred. I took one of my own picks out into the woods. I waited for him and killed him after he’d done one of his filthy rites. There, I’ve told you – you may do with me as you please. May God have mercy on me.”


“Why have you confessed to us? The feud-law demands your blood now.” What was that note in Upheahric’s voice? There was anger and sadness – but also relief. The outsider, anhaga, had killed after all.


“I went with Aelfleda to the city. She saw what I had really seen. Then she made me act out the murder and talked about it with me. She turned my conscience in to look at my self. So tonight I’m at your mercy,” He laid his hands palm upwards on his knees. His back was straight. He was a warrior and would die well.


A voice whined high over them all. “Aethelsunne, see, how could you ever believe it was me? I told you it was the anhaga.”


“Quiet, Swefrith, or I’ll pull your jaw off.” Stanmode was free now but he just stood, shaking his arms and looking at Godric in amazement. Godric smiled back, asking for forgiveness. Aethelsunne was stepping forwards, slowly, his hand reaching for the sword that he no longer carried. “So even our church is the devil’s work?”


Godric shook his head. “No. Some goodness has come out of the evil, as Father Owain said it would. In God’s house you will purify Ediscum of what I have done.”


Aethelsunne still moved forward slowly. All the others waited, their breath hanging in the air. Then he heard the sound of soft running steps behind him. People were  moving aside to let the newcomer through. He turned slightly but could not see who it was.


“It can only mean your death,” Upheahric was saying.


Aelfleda’s voice was clearer and louder. “Tell them how you did it.”


He could feel her breath on his cheek.


“Aelfleda! Leave here! This is men’s business.”


“No, brother, I won’t. Tell them, Godric.”


As if in a spell, Godric stood. “I crept up behind him at dawn. I struck him once in the back and waited until his blood had stopped flowing. Then I – well, you have all seen what the other blows did.”


“And if Erderinca could speak, would she say the same things as you?”


“Yes. I speak the truth. I’ve brought death on myself by doing so.”


“And did you burn Andred’s hut and his body?”


“I did. I set the fire before dawn and let it burn slowly until it caught in the walls and the roof later on. I hated him very much.”


“Stop tormenting him, Aelfleda!”


“I will stop, brother. I’ll leave him to you now.” He felt her move away, back into the darkness outside the hall. He sat down again.


“I have stirred the icy sea…” he muttered. “Fate cannot be fought,” Now he would endure the death he should have endured long ago alongside his lord. His skin prickled beneath his clothes and chill sweat ran over him.


“Coward! You could have killed us all!” Swefrith spat like a child, “Burned us in our beds!”


“Swefrith! You are a woman! Get out of the hall!” Aethelsunne roared. When he turned to Godric, his face was flushed but the anger had faded. He crouched before Godric so that the smith could see only him and how the folds of his cloak ran in curves towards his shoulders from the bright brooch at the centre. “You will be punished for the crimes you have committed Godric. But after all you have done for the church –“


“Believe me! I have worked hard to clean my hands, but I cannot undo what I have done.”


“That’s true.” Suddenly there was a steel blade beneath his throat. Only now, it seemed, did he hear it slip out of its scabbard. He twitched away from it despite himself. “And you would have let Swefrith face trial by ordeal when he was accused?”


“I repent my sins, Aethelsunne. Let Father Owain come to me so I can be ready, then you may do your duty. I trust I will be tried as Swefrith was. Then you’ll all see me repent.”

Aethelsunne laughed. “What need will there be for a trial?” But his voice was doubtful and he looked hard into Godric’s eyes. “Perhaps you would like me to talk to Thane Berhtic and have you tried before him.” There was no menace in the way he spoke. Godric heard the villagers mutter scornfully at the idea. 

But Aethelsunne did not move. Godric saw the robes of Father Owain behind the young man. They seemed very distant. Father Owain’s voice also came from far away, little more than a whisper.


“I should do the office of a holy man. Hold your hand a little while, Aethelsunne. His soul is not yet beyond the grace of our Lord.”


“Your office won’t be needed tonight, Father. This man’s blood won’t be spilt for a day at least.” This was not wholly true. Godric felt a warm trickle run down from a small sharp pain on his neck. He heard Upheahric protest.

“We should try him tonight, and have done with him.”

 “We must ask Aelfleda more questions, since she knows so much about this, though she never spoke of it before now.”


“Don’t we know enough now?” growled Stanmode.


“I don’t think so. What do you say, Father?”


Godric had come to himself again now, and he could feel his heart and its echo in his neck. But Father Owain’s voice was still thin and distant. “The longer a man has to prepare himself, the better for his soul and those who spare him.”

Aethelsunne's knife was gone now and he was standing, dusting the grime of the hall’s floor off his knees. “Swefrith – oh he’s gone – Streamas, will you stand watch over him in the empty grain hut where we put Swefrith? There’ll be others to will take their turn. Let him eat and drink if he wants. If, when I return, I find that any man has touched him, they’ll answer to me. I’ll go and speak to my sister.”


Upheahric moved aside to let him leave. Godric felt firm fingers take hold of his arms. Streamas lifted him to his feet and half-carried him towards the open air. 

