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Evesham, A Novel, is a journey through time, spanning over two millennia in the heart of Worcestershire, England. This novel weaves together the rich tapestry of Evesham's history, from its ancient origins to the modern day. Through the lives of fictitious families, explore the town's transformation against the backdrop of momentous historical events and cherished local folklore.

The story begins with the first settlers to the foundation of Evesham, and the establishment of its famous abbey, carrying us through centuries of change, conflict, and progress. We witness the tumult of the Baron's War, the upheaval of the abbey's dissolution, the strife of the Civil War, and the transformative arrivals of the turnpike road and railway.

As you embark on this historical odyssey, it is important to note that while the framework of the story is built upon true events and local legends and folklore, the characters and their personal narratives are products of imagination. The words spoken and the intimate details of their lives are fictional, crafted to breathe life into the historical record.

While researching Evesham's past, I encountered varying accounts of dates and names across different sources. Where discrepancies arose, I have made judicious choices to best serve the narrative flow, always striving to honor the spirit of the town's history.

To my readers, I offer this assurance: any resemblance between the fictional characters or families portrayed in these pages and real persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. This work is a tribute to Evesham's enduring legacy, a blend of fact and fiction designed to illuminate the human stories that might have unfolded against the canvas of recorded history.

Join me now as we step back in time, walking the streets of Evesham through the ages, and experiencing the joys, sorrows, and triumphs of those who came before us in this remarkable corner of England.

Roger A Higginson
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Eudof’s thoughts darkened as he stood motionless by the rippling river, picturing Calporn’s mocking smirk. As the sun slipped behind the hills, streaks of fiery orange stretched across the lush valley by the River Avon. Eudof stood at the water’s edge, his fists so tightly clenched that his knuckles gleamed pale in the dusk. Even the river’s gentle murmur, brushing the bank in soft pulses, couldn’t soothe the rising anger in his chest.

He gazed up at the hill where his homestead perched, a modest dwelling he had built with his own hands. The land sloped steeply down to the flat plain before the river, the rich soil supporting his livelihood—pigs rooted in the earth, their grunts carrying on the evening breeze. Sheep dotted the higher ground, woolly shapes against the darkening sky.

But something was amiss. Eudof’s gaze flicked between the pigs, his lips moved faintly as he counted. When his eyes landed on an empty space in the pen, his breath caught, and he began again, slower this time. One short. His best breeding sow was nowhere to be seen.

A soft splashing caught his attention. He turned to see at the water's edge a lone piglet shuffling along the muddy bank, separated from its mother. Eudof's heart sank. He had an idea what this meant.

He scanned the surrounding area, searching for any sign of the missing sow. He looked for trampled grass or foot marks, but nothing. Deep down, he already knew the truth. He pressed a hand to his stomach, as if to hold the growing heaviness in place, but his breaths grew shallower. Certainty sat like a stone lodged deep in his gut, immovable and cold.

Calporn. The name rose sickly to his mind, accompanied by an image of the man's smug face. Those beady eyes set too close together, the rounded cheeks, the hint of jowls that spoke of his fondness for ale and rich food.

Eudof’s jaw tightened, his teeth grinding together as his nostrils flared with restrained anger. Foolish indeed had he been to place trust in Calporn, to accept his offer of help. The man's family had a reputation, yet he had ignored the whispers of thievery and deceit that followed them like shadows. Eudof, in his optimism, had chosen to see the best in him as he did with everyone.

Now, as the last light waned, Eudof sensed his fleeting optimism wither. In its place, a cold anger took root. He had never considered himself a violent man, had always sought peaceful solutions to any conflict. But in that moment, as he pictured Calporn's satisfied smirk, Eudof wanted nothing more than to wipe it from his face permanently.

Eudof drew in a deep, uneven breath, his chest heaving as he struggled to steady the tempest boiling inside him. Violence was never the answer. It would not bring his sow back, would not undo the betrayal. He couldn't ignore or forgive this theft.

Approaching the river, he knelt. He Dipped his hands into the water and let the cold current slip between his fingers. He scooped a handful and doused his face. The sharp bite of it sliced through the haze in his mind. As he straightened, droplets clung to his lashes and he caught a subtle stir farther up the bank.

He saw, half-hidden in the mud a footprint. Too large to belong to any of his animals, its shape undoubtedly human. He leaned closer, studying the impression in the dirt. The sole pattern was familiar – he had seen it before, on the rough cow hide shoes Calporn wore when he had last visited the homestead.

Proof. Not enough to accuse him outright, but enough to confront the evil man. Eudof’s fingers drummed against his thigh as he paced by the riverbank, eyes darting between the footprints and the horizon. The questions stormed through his mind: Should he wait? Should he confront Calporn now? He doubted that anyone would believe the word of a simple herdsman over another man.

No, this was something he would have to handle himself. A chill rippled down his spine at the very thought. He had never been comfortable with confrontation, yet what other choice remained? His livelihood, his family’s future, depended on that breeding sow.

Eudof's joints creaked as he rose, his rough hands scraping caked mud from his breeches. The pungent scent of earth and river soil lingered on his skin, a reminder of his labor and roots. He narrowed his eyes in the waning light, surveying the cottage’s time-worn timbers. From the nearby pens drifted a steady chorus of snorts and bleats, as pigs settled into straw and sheep clustered for warmth. 

He let his gaze rest there for just a moment, before snapping it sharply back toward the riverbank. The water gurgled softly, lapping at reeds along its edge. Eudof's eyes narrowed, catching the faint footprint in the soft earth again. His jaw clenched as he traced the line of prints stretching into the twilight.

With a deep breath, he squared his shoulders and set off. His steps were deliberate, each footfall measured to keep his balance on the slick riverbank. As he followed the gentle curve of the water, the encroaching twilight stretched the shadows, and a thin curtain of mist began to rise from the surface.

The path was well-worn, familiar beneath his feet even in the growing darkness. Eudof's mind stirred as he walked, replaying every interaction he had had with Calporn. The man's offers of friendship, his genuine interest in Eudof's herd. Had it all been a ruse, a way to gain his trust and learn the layout of his land?

The muscles in his jaw twitched, his teeth grinding against each other as heat flooded his chest, radiating up to his temples like wildfire. Eudof pushed it down, focusing instead on what he would say when he confronted Calporn. He needed to be calm, collected. Accusations without proof would be futile.

As he followed the large meander of the river, the anger grew, surging within him like the relentless currents carving their path through the ancient landscape. The footsteps took him to where the land flattened out into fertile ground. The usual serene space did not calm him, tonight it only heightened his feelings of betrayal.

And then the footsteps turned to the river and disappeared. Eudof looked across the river but there were only bushes and trees on the opposite bank. He would have to return home and wait until he saw the man again.

With a heavy heart, Eudof turned and made his way back to his homestead, the absence of his sow weighing down on him, causing him to ponder the events that had led to this point. The river Avon, with its gentle curve and fertile banks, had been his home for two years now. It was vastly different from the iron age fort where his ancestors, the Caereni, had dwelt for generations.

That little village, or Little Ton, nestled within the river's embrace. Six families called that place home, their lives intertwined like the roots of the ancient trees that dotted the landscape. Eudof's own dwelling in the ton had sat atop a small hill, offering a commanding view of the surrounding countryside, and this familiarity is what he liked about his current location.

As he crested the hill where his hut sat, Eudof paused, his gaze sweeping over the land he had come to love. The land of the Dobunni, his people. The realm of the “victorious ones” which stretched out before him in a tapestry of gently rolling hills and the fertile valley. It was a place where someone with enough grit and determination could truly carve out a life worth living.

Eudof's immediate family had been drawn here by the promise of that prosperity. Their herds had outgrown their ancestral fields, so they set off in search of fresh grazing lands. The gentle bend of the river offered protection on three sides—a natural fortress that spoke to their instincts from long ago.

He remembered the day they first arrived, how his father’s eyes lit up at the sight of the deep, fertile soil and ample water. They wasted no time, setting up their camp on the highest ridge where they could keep watch over their animals and the sprawling land below.

A low rumble of thunder in the distance pulled Eudof from his reverie. The sound transported him back to that fateful day when he had first encountered Calporn. The storm had come upon them suddenly, scattering his flock and herd across the countryside. Eudof had been frantically searching for his animals when a figure emerged from the mist.

At first glance, Calporn had seemed harmless enough. Short and stout, with a prominent belly and rounded face, he was the very image of his Belgoe ancestors – the swollen ones, as they were sometimes called. But there was something in those eyes, set a touch too close together, that had given Eudof pause.

"Need a hand, friend?" Calporn had called out, his voice carrying over the rumble of distant thunder.

Eudof, desperate and alone, had accepted the offer without hesitation. Working side by side, they had swept the fields, corralling any wayward animals they could find. It wasn’t until the storm eased and the rush of adrenaline faded that Eudof noticed the subtle details that made him uneasy.

The way Calporn's eyes lingered on the fattest sheep. How his hands seemed to twitch whenever a piglet strayed too close. And then that day, a week ago, when Eudof had caught him red-handed.

He had stumbled upon Calporn in a secluded corner of the pasture, a squirming piglet pinned to his chest. The man’s cheeks had suddenly flamed red and his mouth worked silently, gaping like a fish out of water.

"What are you up to?" Eudof had demanded, his voice low and dangerous.

Calporn had sputtered, setting the piglet down with exaggerated care. "Just checking on the little one," he had said, his tone far too casual. "Thought I heard it squealing in distress."

But Eudof had seen the truth in those shifty eyes. He had confronted Calporn at once, accusing him outright of attempted theft. The other man's reaction had been a masterclass in deflection.

"Paranoid, that's what you are," Calporn had sneered, his jowls quivering with indignation. "Is this how you repay someone who's only tried to help you? Perhaps I should take my kindness elsewhere."

The words had stung, playing on Eudof's innate desire to believe the best in people. He had stepped back, mumbling an apology as a nagging unease settled in his stomach. Now, just a week later, all those creeping doubts had come to a dreadful head.

Eudof reached his dwelling, his mind churning with memories and suspicions. He could not prove Calporn had taken his prized sow, but the timing was too convenient to ignore. The man had vanished two days ago, offering no explanation for his sudden departure. And now, Eudof's most valuable animal was gone.

As Eudof settled onto his bed, his eyes drifted instinctively, to the small clay figurine perched on the shelf beside him. Its form was crude—hardly more than a plump sheep shape with stubby legs—yet in the fading light, it gave off a soft, almost otherworldly glow. He traced his fingertips over the cool surface, and a rush of memory hit him with startling force. He could still picture his grandmother’s weathered face, the flicker of the hearth dancing in her eyes as she pressed the little figure into his young hands. Her fingers, gnarled and delicate from a lifetime of work, trembled faintly, though her voice never wavered. “Remember who you are, child. The blood of the Caereni flows in your veins.” The words echoed through his mind, reverberating across the years. “We are the sheep people, guardians of the flock. Never forget your duty.” He curled his fingers around the small carving, feeling the weight of his grandmother’s legacy in his palm, and bowed his head—a quiet promise passing between past and present.

He had always carried those words close to his heart, treating his animals’ safety as a sacred trust. To have failed now—to let a thief creep in and steal from him—felt like a betrayal of everything his people believed in.

Exhaling a long sigh, he set the figurine aside, his resolve solidifying with each breath. Come morning, he would begin his search in earnest. If Calporn thought he could simply disappear with Eudof's property, he was mistaken. The Caereni might be sheep people, but they were far from docile when their own were threatened.

As he drifted off to sleep, Eudof's mind conjured images of Calporn's smug face. In his dreams, he pictured those beady eyes widen in fear as Eudof confronted him, demanding the return of his sow. But even in sleep, Eudof's innate gentleness asserted itself. The confrontation never turned violent, ending instead with Calporn's shamefaced surrender and the safe return of the missing animal.

As the first light of dawn pierced through the window, Eudof pushed himself to his feet, a new resolve coursing through him. The chill of the morning air struck his skin, but he moved with purpose, setting about his chores. He scattered feed for the animals, their soft bleats and rustling a familiar rhythm that soothed his frayed nerves. As he ran a careful eye over the boundaries of his land, searching for any sign of disturbance, his thoughts strayed to the wider world beyond the homestead. Little Ton, the village he had left behind, loomed in his mind again. The faces, voices, and memories surfaced unbidden: neighbors who shared his burdens, old friends who had stood beside him. With each step along the perimeter, he felt the pull of that life, the community he had once been part of, tugging at the edges of his resolve like a whispered invitation.

The six families that made up the village were a tight-knit group, bound together by necessity and shared history. Eudof wondered if he should approach them for help in his search. If Calporn had passed through with a full-grown sow, someone must have seen him.

But doubt crept in as he considered this option. What if they did not believe him? What if they thought, as Calporn had suggested, that he was being paranoid? The thought of facing their skepticism, of having his competence as a herdsman questioned, made Eudof's stomach turn.

No, he decided, this was a matter he would have to manage on his own. At least for now. He would search the surrounding countryside, following the river's course and checking all the places a man might hide with a stolen animal. Only if that failed would he consider involving the families of Little Ton.

The sun was climbing higher in the sky as Eudof set out on his quest. He packed a small satchel with dried meat and a waterskin, unsure how long his search might take. As he stepped away from his homestead, he paused for a final glance at the elevated ground he had called home. From that vantage, he could see the river curling below, the lush fields that reached beyond, and, in the far distance, the faint silhouette of hills standing watch over the vale.

The sight strengthened his resolve. He was Caereni, a guardian of the flock. He would not rest until his sow was returned and Calporn faced the consequences of his actions. With a deep breath, Eudof turned his back on the familiar sights of home and strode into the unknown, ready to face whatever challenges lay ahead, but then he noticed the small piglet struggling in the mud by the water's edge again.

After helping the piglet to safety Eudof followed the river’s bend, his gaze fixed on the path the footprints had taken the day before. The fading morning mist still clung to the bank, swirling in in the breeze as he crouched beside the water. His heart tightened as he studied the trampled grass, searching for any trace of his missing sow. But the prints that had led him here vanished abruptly into the tall reeds, leaving only the silent taunt of the empty landscape. His frustration simmered beneath his calm exterior, every muscle tensed as if bracing for a sudden sign of the thief.

By midday, his patience was wearing thin. After walking home, he concealed himself amid the dense foliage near his flock. He crouched low, breathing in the pungent mix of damp earth and crushed leaves as he watched for the slightest stir. Hours slid by, marked only by the occasional soft bleat of a sheep or the gentle hiss of wind through the trees. His eyes, sharp with determination, never left the horizon. Yet no telltale rustle betrayed Calporn’s presence. With each passing moment, hope slipped further away.

When the sun began its descent, casting long shadows across the land, defeat settled heavily on his shoulders. The thief had outwitted him again. Weary and disheartened, Eudof trudged back up the small hill toward the homestead, the thought of Eilred’s welcoming smile the only light in the growing dusk. He longed for the warmth of her embrace, the soft comfort of her voice, a relief for the emptiness left by the day’s failed search.

The following morning, Eudof set out for the weekly market that visited the area, a sheep in tow. There the air buzzed with the chatter of traders and customers from the nearby settlements and hills, a cacophony of voices haggling over prices and discussing the latest gossip. Eudof approached a familiar stall, hoping to trade his sheep for supplies.

"Three measures of grain for this fine beast," Eudof offered, his voice firm despite his weariness.

The trader’s lips twisted into a smirk as he shook his head, the derision in his chuckle cutting through Eudof like a blade. "Two measures, and not a kernel more."

As they bantered back and forth, a voice cut through the din, dripping with false concern.

"Why, Eudof, you're looking rather thin today. Perhaps you've lost an animal?"

Eudof's shoulders tensed at Calporn's mocking tone. He turned to face the portly man, whose eyes glinted with malicious amusement. For a moment, Eudof's fists clenched at his sides, but he forced himself to relax. Violence, especially here, would solve nothing, and he refused to stoop to Calporn's level.

Instead, Eudof turned back to the trader, continuing their negotiations as if Calporn had not spoken. But as he walked away from the market, sheep traded for a sack of grain and a few other necessities, Eudof's mind whirred with plans. He would mark his animals, he decided. Let Calporn try to steal from him again.

Upon his return he got to work straight away, marking his animals as best he could with clay and basic inks. The next morning dawned cold and grey, which matched Eudof's mood, as he surveyed his herd. But something was wrong. Several animals were missing his applied marks or had them clearly rubbed away. The distinctive symbols he had painted on their wool the night before were gone. Eudof's brow furrowed in confusion. How could this be?

Sleep became elusive in the days that followed. Eudof tossed and turned on his bed, his mind filled with images of Calporn's smug face and the mysterious disappearance of his marks. His family endured the most of his irritation, his usual calm demeanor fraying at the edges.

When market day rolled around again the following week, Eudof trudged to the bustling area, dark circles under his eyes betraying his exhaustion. As he approached a stall, the trader's eyes widened in concern.

"Eudof, are you well? There's been talk..."

The herdsman's stomach dropped. "What talk?"

The trader shifted uncomfortably. "Well, some are saying you're not much of a herdsman. That you've been losing animals left and right."

Eudof's jaw clenched. He guessed who had been spreading such rumors. As he turned away, he felt the burn of frustration in his chest but then a familiar voice called out to him.

"Eudof! A word, if you please."

It was Bran, an old friend and long-time trading partner. The older man's eyes were kind but worried as he pulled Eudof aside.

"I know you, lad. You're no careless herdsman. Something's amiss here, and I think we both know who's behind it."

Eudof nodded, relief flooding through him at this show of faith.

Bran leaned in closer, his voice dropping to a whisper. "I've an idea that might help you catch this thief. Take this." He pressed a small, still form into Eudof's hands. A piglet recently deceased.

"Place it by the river tonight, as if it's sleeping. Then wait and keep watch. If I'm right, your thief will show his face."

That night, shrouded in the deep shadows of the muddy bank and the overhanging trees, Eudof carefully placed the lifeless piglet near the water’s edge. After carefully arranging the piglet to appear as though it were sleeping, he stepped back slowly. His gaze lingered on the small, still form which was illuminated faintly by the moon’s pale light. The trap was set. With silent precision, he melted into the thick underbrush, every muscle taut as a bowstring. Crouching low among the tangled brambles, he forced himself to breathe slowly, every sense prickling in the deepening dark. The hours stretched on with the silence broken only by the hushed murmur of the river’s current and the distant, plaintive cry of an owl. Each sound made his pulse jump. He searched the darkness for even the faintest stir, ears keen for the crack of a twig or the soft rustle of leaves—any sign that might herald his target’s arrival.

Just as Eudof’s eyelids started to sag, a shape seemed to peel itself away from the darkness. A figure, hunched and furtive, crept towards the sleeping piglet. Eudof's heart raced. This was his chance.

He burst from his hiding place, a triumphant cry on his lips. But before he reached the shadowy figure, something struck his back. Then again. And again. Sharp, stinging impacts that sent him stumbling.

Stones. Someone was pelting him with stones.

Through the chaos, Eudof caught a glimpse of small figures darting away – children, by their size. Calporn's offspring, no doubt. The shadowy figure took advantage of the distraction, melting back into the night.

Eudof spun, trying to keep track of both his assailants and his quarry. For an instant, his gaze caught the fleeing thief’s. Though the figure’s face lay hidden in the gloom, that telltale pot-bellied silhouette was unmistakable.

Calporn had escaped again, leaving Eudof with nothing but bruises and frustration to show for his efforts.

At the next market as it bustled with its usual cacophony of haggling voices and bleating animals, Eudof’s mind focused on a singular task. His eyes scanned the crowd, searching for any sign of Calporn or information about the thief's whereabouts. He approached a group of traders, their wares spread before them on rough-hewn tables.

"Pardon me," Eudof began, his voice low. "I'm looking for a man named Calporn. Overweight fellow, black hair, eyes set close together. Have you seen him about?"

The traders exchanged glances, shaking their heads. One, an older woman with grey-streaked hair, spoke up. "Can't say I have, lad. Though the name's familiar. Bit of a slippery character, from what I've heard."

Eudof nodded, his frustration mounting. He moved through the market, repeating his inquiry to anyone who would listen. But each conversation ended the same way – shrugs, vague recollections, and no concrete information.

As the sun inched higher overhead, Eudof’s hope ebbed away. On the verge of giving up a sudden flicker of movement caught his attention. Weaving through the crowd with surprising agility for his bulk, was Calporn.

Eudof's heart raced. Without conscious thought, he began to follow, keeping a careful distance. He ducked behind stalls and groups of people, never letting Calporn out of his sight.

The market thinned out as Calporn led him towards the outskirts of the settlement. Before long, he found himself tracing the river’s edge, the gentle gurgle of flowing water echoing at his side. Eudof's brow furrowed in confusion. Where was Calporn going?

Suddenly, Calporn veered off the path, pushing through a dense patch of reeds. Eudof crouched low, watching as the thief emerged on the other side, revealing a small, crude raft hidden among the vegetation.

With surprising grace for such a rotund man, Calporn boarded the raft and began to pole his way across the river. Eudof watched, dumbfounded, as Calporn disappeared into the wooded area on the opposite bank.

As night fell, Eudof lay awake in his hut, his mind churning with possibilities. A flurry of violent thoughts flickered through his mind—his hands throttling Calporn’s throat, the grim satisfaction of his knuckles colliding with flesh. Yet almost as soon as these dark visions arose, they gave way to the steady echo of his father’s calming words.

“Violence only sows more violence, my son,” his father’s voice whispered through his thoughts. “A true man of peace finds his real strength in restraint, not in spilling blood”.

Eudof sighed, pushing the violent thoughts aside. There had to be another way.

Over the next few days, Eudof threw himself into a new project. He gathered wood and reeds, binding them together with rough twine. The result was far from elegant – a lopsided, leaky raft that bore little resemblance to Calporn's sleek craft, but it worked well and held his weight with ease. It would have to do.

As the third night descended, Eudof hauled his crude raft to the water’s edge. His heart raced as he gazed at the dark current. He couldn’t swim. The thought of the cold, dark depths made his stomach clench with dread.

Taking a deep breath, Eudof pushed off from the shore. The raft creaked beneath him but held. With shaking hands, he began to pole his way across the river, each movement slow and deliberate.

An eternity seemed to pass before Eudof's feet touched the opposite bank. He dragged the raft ashore, tucking it away among the reeds as best he could before he ventured into the woods.

The canopy above him was dense, and twisted branches snagged at his clothes with every step. Just as unease began to gnaw at him—had he come too far? —a faint glow caught his eye. In a small clearing stood a rough-hewn hut.

Crouching behind a towering oak, Eudof scanned the scene. Once his vision adjusted, he made out small silhouettes flitting around the hut—Calporn’s children.

He waited, struggling with leg pain and a cold seeping into his bones. The eastern sky showed subtle signs of dawn after about an hour, and at long last, the hut door opened with a groan.

Calporn emerged, stretching and yawning. And behind him, to Eudof's amazement, came the missing sow, her familiar gait unmistakable even in the dim light.

Anger surged through Eudof. He stood, stepping out from his hiding place.

"Calporn!" he called, his voice ringing through the clearing.

The overweight man spun, his face paling as he recognized Eudof. For a moment, he seemed frozen in place, looked towards his children and then, to Eudof's surprise, Calporn's demeanor changed.

"Eudof, my friend!" Calporn's voice quavered, a nervous smile plastered across his face. "What a pleasant surprise! I... I was just about to bring your sow back to you. Yes, that's it. Found her wandering, I did. Couldn't leave the poor thing alone in the woods, could I?"

Eudof's eyes narrowed, unconvinced. "Is that so? And I suppose she just happened to follow you home across the river?"

Calporn's smile faltered. He glanced around nervously, then leaned in closer to Eudof. "Look," he whispered, "perhaps we could come to an arrangement. I've got some lovely trinkets inside. Pelts, even. What do you say we forget this whole misunderstanding?"

But Eudof stood firm, shaking his head. "I want nothing from you, Calporn. Only what’s mine."

As the reality of the situation sank in, Calporn's facade crumbled. He dropped to his knees, his hands clutching Eudof’s tunic as though it were his last salvation.

“Please,” he pleaded with tears spilling onto his cheeks. “Don’t tell anyone. I... I never meant any real harm. It was all in jest, I swear. I’ll never do it again!”

Eudof gazed down at the cowering figure, his stomach churning with a tangled mix of pity and revulsion. Was this the fearsome thief who had caused him so much grief?

With a sigh, Eudof pushed Calporn away. "Get up," he said. "I'm taking my sow and leaving. That's the end of it, don't come near my animals again."

As Eudof began to lead the sow away, Calporn's whimpering ceased. He watched, silent and sullen, as Eudof made his way back to the river.

The return journey was easier, the sow's bulk added stability to the rickety raft. As they neared the halfway point, a shout rang out from the bank behind them.

"Eudof!" Calporn's voice carried across the water, all traces of fear gone from his tone. "You and your family had better watch your backs! I know where you live, and this isn't over!"

Eudof's grip tightened on his pole, but he did not look back. He focused on guiding the raft to shore, trying to ignore the chill that ran down his spine at Calporn's words.

For several months, peace settled over Eudof's homestead. The incident with Calporn faded into memory, and life continued its steady rhythm along the banks of the Avon. Eudof tended to his growing herd, while Ailred kept their home in order. The land proved generous, yielding rich harvests that allowed their small family to flourish.

On a particularly crisp spring morning a thin blanket of mist clung to the river’s edge. Eudof rose early as he was concerned for one of his pregnant ewes. 

Walking out of his doorway he inched down the slope to the pasture land by the river. Every step was met with the soft crunch of frosted grass beneath his boots as he carefully navigated the incline. As he approached the flock, he caught a hint of movement in the dim light.

There, crouched amid the gloom, was a figure he recognized all too well. Calporn—his rounded silhouette undeniable—had a wriggling lamb tucked under one arm.

Eudof's blood ran cold, then hot with fury. He charged forward, his voice booming across the quiet morning. "Calporn! You thieving snake!"

Calporn's head snapped up, his eyes wide with panic. He stumbled to his feet, still clutching the bleating lamb.

"Now, Eudof," Calporn stammered, backing away. "This isn't what it looks like. I was just—"

"Just what?" Eudof snarled, closing the distance between them. "Just stealing from me again? After everything?"

Calporn's face hardened, his initial fear giving way to defiance. "You've got more than enough," he spat. "What's one little lamb to you?"

Eudof lunged forward, grabbing for the lamb. Calporn twisted away, and the two men grappled, their feet churning the muddy earth.

"Ailred!" Eudof shouted towards the homestead. "Come now!"

Ailred appeared at the top of the hill, her long brown hair flying behind her as she raced down to help her husband.

As she neared, Calporn redoubled his efforts to break free. He threw his weight against Eudof, catching him off balance. They collided with a thud, tumbling over and over until they were perilously near the riverbank, each turn bringing them closer to the swirling water.

Eudof's fingers clawed at Calporn's tunic, trying to maintain his grip. But Calporn, desperation lending him strength, managed to wrench himself free. He scrambled to his feet and took off running along the riverbank, leaving the lamb behind.

Eudof lay on the ground, winded and furious. Ailred reached him, helping him to his feet.

"Are you hurt?" she asked, her brown eyes filled with concern.

Eudof shook his head, still gasping for breath. "I'm fine," he managed. "But Calporn—he's getting away!"

Without another word and catching his breath Eudof set off in pursuit. He raced along the river's edge, his eyes fixed on Calporn's retreating form. But the portly thief had a good head start, and Eudof's lungs burned with exertion.

As he followed the bend in the river, Eudof lost sight of Calporn. He pressed on, searching frantically among the trees and bushes that lined the bank. But it was no use. Calporn had vanished.

Eudof halted, his breathing ragged as he surveyed the clearing. The chance of justice had eluded him again. Frustrated, he screamed loudly and punched the gnarled trunk of a nearby tree. 

It felt like an eternity walking home, but reaching the hut, his anger was replaced by a deep sense of failure.

He had let Calporn evade him yet again, and the lingering lack of closure gnawed at his very core.

Ailred was waiting for him when he returned, the rescued lamb now safely penned with its mother. She said nothing, simply taking Eudof's hand in her own and leading him inside.

That night, Eudof lay awake once more, his thoughts churning too fiercely for sleep to take hold. When at last he did drift off, his dreams were haunted and feverish.

He saw the centuries stretching out before him, his own bloodline locked in a relentless struggle against Calporn’s kin. The feud spanned centuries, poisoning the land and the people who lived on it.

But then the dreams shifted. Eudof saw glimpses of a thriving settlement by the river. The higher ground where his homestead stood was crowned with a few sturdy buildings. His family moved about in peace, tending to their animals. The river slipping by like a giant snake gliding across the grass.

Eudof woke with a start as the first light of dawn crept through the window. He sat up, his mind racing with the images from his dreams. For the first time, he saw the full potential of the land around him.

This was not just a temporary home, a place to graze his animals before moving on. This was where his family could settle, where they could build something lasting.

With newfound determination, Eudof rose and dressed. He stepped outside, looking out over his land with fresh eyes. The river glinted in the early morning light, the fertile fields stretching out before him full of promise.

As Eudof descended the hill his boots sank into the dew-damp grass with each purposeful stride, until he reached the river’s edge. He stood there, feeling the pulse of the land beneath him, his heart swelling with renewed resolve. This was more than just soil and water, it was his future. He would thrive, even cultivate these fields, build something lasting, something that no thief could ever diminish. Calporn’s petty schemes were like passing shadows, unable to harm the strength of what Eudof would create here: a legacy that would endure long after the river changed its course.

As he stood by the water, lost in thoughts of the future, a movement on the opposite bank caught his eye. There, almost hidden by the trees, stood a familiar figure. Calporn watched from across the river, his presence a reminder that their conflict was far from over.

​
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Chapter 2: 306 AD
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The autumn of 306 AD ushered in a storm that battered the landscape with unyielding wrath. 

Rain hammered the ground in thick sheets, pushed sideways by fierce winds that bent trees and ripped leaves from their limbs. The sky, a swirling mass of ominous clouds, appeared to bear down on the earth, as if intending to squash everything under its bulk.

Amid this turmoil rode a solitary rider, his cloak swirling around him as he urged his steed onward. Augustus Devinius, formerly a distinguished member of the Praetorian Guard, now found himself distant from the splendor of Rome, struggling against the elements in an unfamiliar territory. His trip from Eboracum, present-day York, had been lengthy and challenging, made even harder by his lack of knowledge about the landscape.

Devinius narrowed his eyes to shield them from the rain, anxiously looking for any indication of cover. The passing of Emperor Constantius Chlorus signified the conclusion of his era in Britain, yet he now questioned whether he would revisit his native land. Just as hopelessness started to set in, he noticed a grouping of wooden buildings far away.

With fresh optimism, Devinius urged his horse toward the village. As he approached, he could distinguish the uneven walls and straw-covered roofs of a few tiny homes. Wisps of smoke spiraled from a central chimney, hinting at warmth and the potential for welcome.

Devinius pulled back on the reins of his horse in front of the biggest of the homes. He got off, his boots sinking into the mud as he neared the door. With a gloved hand, he struck the aged timber.

The door opened with a creak, revealing a man of medium height with brown hair that reached his shoulders. His weathered appearance reflected a life lived in the open air and his eyes contained a blend of caution and intrigue as he viewed the unfamiliar person in front of him.

"I look for shelter from this tempest," Devinius exclaimed, raising his voice to be audible above the gusts. "Could I take advantage of your generosity?"

The man, Eoforheard, observed Devinius for a prolonged moment. Although the traveler’s disheveled look was evident, the high quality of his clothing and the noble lineage of his horse were unmistakable. This was no ordinary traveler. 

"Come in," Eoforheard said at last, stepping aside to allow Devinius entry. "There's space in the animal barn for your horse. You're welcome to stay there yourself, if you've no objection to the company of pigs and sheep."

Devinius nodded gratefully. "Thank you. I've slept in far worse conditions."

Eoforheard led Devinius to a sturdy wooden structure a short distance from the main house. Inside, the air was thick with the smell of animals and hay, but it was blessedly dry. Eoforheard helped Devinius settle his horse, then left him to make himself comfortable.

Once alone, Devinius let his gaze sweep over the barn’s interior. It was a simple structure, yet solidly crafted, the sturdy beams arched overhead like the ribs of some great beast, while thick wooden planks formed walls strong enough to fend off the fiercest wind. A faint scent of straw and livestock hung in the cold air. In one corner, a drove of pigs snuffled and shifted restlessly, their eyes glinting in the dim light. Across from them, sheep huddled quietly in their pens, their soft bleats a contrast to the barn’s stillness.

With a weary sigh, Devinius shrugged off his sodden cloak and draped it over a nearby post, watching the droplets darken the wood. He ran a rough hand through his close-cropped hair, a habitual gesture that felt out of place here. Everything about him seemed starkly foreign against the rustic backdrop of Eoforheard’s world. Where his host was slight and sinewy, his long hair flowing like a tangle of dark vines, Devinius stood tall and broad-shouldered, his muscular frame more suited to a battlefield than a farmstead. His golden auburn hair, cut in the blunt Roman fashion, only heightened the sense of contrast, a reminder of a life shaped by discipline and command, far removed from the quiet, wind-swept simplicity of this barn.

As he tended to his horse, Devinius' mind turned to the precious cargo he carried. The pouch filled with gold Roman coins burdened his thoughts, serving as a continual reminder of the life he was departing from and the unpredictable future awaiting him.

Devinius paced quietly around the barn, his keen eyes scanning every nook and cranny. Years of practice had trained him to spot the smallest irregularity, the slightest defect. There, a loose board near the back, almost imperceptible in the dim light. He hesitated, listening intently for any sound beyond the low murmurs of the animals. Satisfied he was alone, he knelt swiftly, fingers working the board free with deft precision. The wood gave way, revealing a narrow hollow just big enough to conceal the weighty bag of coins.

With a quick glance over his shoulder, he slid the bag inside, the metallic clink muffled by layers of hay and dust. He eased the board back into place, carefully aligning it until it looked as undisturbed as before. Only when he was sure no evidence lingered did he rest, allowing the stress in his shoulders to subside. 

He positioned himself on a mound of straw, the coarse strands irritating his tunic while he leaned his back against the barn wall. Outside, the storm howled, rain beat against the roof and wind shook the beams, yet inside, it felt strangely peaceful. The gentle bleating of sheep and the steady snuffling of pigs formed an odd harmony that stood in stark contrast to the turmoil of his regular life. 

Rome, with its ceaseless plots and schemes, seemed distant. Even the strict regimentation of the legion seemed distant now. Here, in the quiet isolation of the barn, he felt a rare sense of calm, like the eye of a storm. Yet beneath that calm, a spark of vigilance remained, always ready, always waiting.

As he sat there, Devinius found his thoughts drifting to the family that had taken him in. There was something about Eoforheard that spoke of deep roots in this land, a connection to the earth that Devinius had never experienced. He pondered the past of this location, the tales that could be imprinted in the soil beneath him.

The storm kept raging outside, yet inside the barn's shelter, Augustus Devinius experienced a peculiar calmness enveloping him. After many years, he permitted himself to envision a future that extended beyond the upcoming military operation or political strategy. In this uncomplicated setting, he caught sight of a life governed by distinct principles, influenced by the beats of nature instead of the desires of rulers.

As fatigue from his lengthy travels engulfed him, Devinius reclined into the hay and shut his eyes. The final sound he noticed before falling asleep was the rhythmic patter of rain on the roof, a calming serenade in this unfamiliar new world.

All week the storm persisted in ravaging the countryside and Devinius discovered he was adapting to an unforeseen routine with Eoforheard's family. The days blurred together, marked by the constant patter of rain on the thatched and timber roof and the occasional crack of thunder that sent the animals into a frenzy.

Each morning, Devinius rose with the household, moving quietly through the predawn mist to join Eoforheard in the yard. Together, they tended to the animals, the rhythmic chores offering a sense of structure he had not realized he missed. The labor was grueling, muscles straining as he hauled heavy buckets of water and wrestled with stubborn fence posts, yet there was a raw honesty to it that left him strangely content. Unlike the swordplay and drills that had shaped his youth, this was work that built instead of destroyed.

He studied his hands in the pale morning light, no longer just calloused from gripping a blade but now roughened by solid wood and coarse rope. New blisters had risen where gauntlets once chafed, and dirt lined the cracks in his skin. He flexed his fingers, feeling the ache of honest toil in his joints, and could not help but marvel at the change. There was no glory in these tasks, no laurels to be won, but each splinter and bruise felt earned, a badge of a simpler, truer life. With each dawn, as he fell into the rhythm of farm life, a small part of him began to loosen its grip on the shadows of Rome, replaced by the quiet satisfaction of building something enduring.

On the third day, as they worked side by side in the barn, Eoforheard broke the companionable silence. "You've a knack for this, Roman. Ever worked with animals before?"

Devinius shook his head. "Not like this. In the army, we had horses, but they were for war, not..." He gestured at the placid sheep surrounding them. "This."

Eoforheard nodded, a thoughtful expression on his weathered face. "Different life entirely, I'd wager."

Their voices stilled as the barn door creaked open, allowing a sliver of morning light to spill inside. Hilda, Eoforheard’s daughter, stepped in, a basket of freshly baked bread balanced on her hip, the scent of warm loaves filling the air and wrapping around Devinius like a comforting embrace His stomach rumbled in reply, but hunger was soon overlooked as he focused on her.

She was slender and tall, her lengthy brown hair styled into a basic braid that swayed softly with her movements. When her eyes, soft and deep as freshly turned soil, met his, something tightened in his chest, a fleeting jolt that left him unsteady. It was not just her beauty that held him; it was the quiet grace in her step, the way she seemed a part of the stillness of the barn. Her gaze lingered for a heartbeat longer than it should before she looked away, a hint of color blooming on her cheeks. 

Then she smiled, quick, almost tentative, and Devinius felt the warmth of it like a flash of sunlight breaking through clouds.

Before he could say a word, she turned and slipped out the door, leaving only the soft sound of her footsteps and the lingering scent of bread in her wake. He stood there, pulse pacing with a strange, unamiable feeling, staring after her long after the barn had returned to its quiet hum of animal sounds and solitude.

"That's my Hilda," Eoforheard said, a note of pride in his voice. "Takes care of us all, she does. Has since her mother passed."

Devinius nodded, his eyes lingering on the doorway where Hilda had disappeared. "She seems... kind," he said, struggling to find a word that would not betray the sudden flutter in his chest.

As the days passed, Devinius found himself looking forward to the moments when Hilda would appear. She moved with a subtle elegance, constantly engaged in one activity or another, yet there was a power in her that contradicted her soft exterior. Several times, he noticed her gazing at him, only for her to swiftly avert her eyes, a slight flush tinting her cheeks.

On the fifth evening of Devinius' visit, while the wind roared outside, the family assembled by the fireplace for dinner. The heat of the flames and the basic meal of bread, cheese, and stew embraced a snug environment that sharply contrasted with the storm raging outside their walls.

Eoforheard leaned back, regarding Devinius with curiosity. "You've been a good help these past days, Devinius. But I can't help wondering what brings a Roman soldier to our little corner of the world."

Devinius set down his bowl, aware of all eyes upon him. Hilda, seated across from him, watched with undisguised interest.

"I was part of the emperor’s guard," Devinius began, his voice low. "Constantius Chlorus. We were in Eboracum when he... when he died." He paused, the memory still fresh. "With his passing, I found myself at a crossroads. I've served Rome for many years, but now..." He shrugged, searching for the right words. "Now, I'm free. My time is my own."

"And where will you go?" Hilda asked, her voice soft but eager.

Devinius met her gaze, feeling that now-familiar warmth. "I'm not certain. Rome perhaps. Or... somewhere new. Somewhere I can start fresh."

Eoforheard nodded, his eyes thoughtful. "It's a big decision, that. Not one to be made lightly." He glanced out the window, where the rain continued to lash against the shutters. "Winter's coming fast. The roads will become dangerous shortly, if they aren't already."

A silence enveloped the room, interrupted solely by the crackling flames.

Then Eoforheard spoke again, his tone casual but his eyes keen. "You know, Devinius, you'd be welcome to stay here through the winter. Resume your journey in the spring, when the weather's kinder."

Devinius blinked, surprised by the offer. He glanced around the table, observing only genuine, sincere expressions. His gaze remained on Hilda, who greeted him with a tiny, supportive smile.

"I... that's incredibly kind of you," Devinius remarked, his thoughts racing with options. "But I wouldn't want to impose."

Eoforheard waved away his concern. "Nonsense. An extra pair of hands is always welcome, especially in winter. And you've already proven yourself handy with the animals."

Later that evening, while Hilda tidied up the leftovers from their dinner, Eoforheard drew her aside. In the faint glow of the fading fire, he murmured softly

"What do you think of Devinius staying on, girl? Through the winter?"

Hilda paused at her work; her eyes distant. "I think... I think it would be good, Father. He's strong, and willing to learn. We could use the help."

Eoforheard nodded, watching his daughter closely. "Aye, that we could. And you? You'd be comfortable with him here?"

A faint blush colored Hilda's cheeks, visible even in the low light. "Yes, Father. I would."

Eoforheard smiled, patting his daughter's hand. "Then it's settled. Now, off to bed with you. Tomorrow's another day."

As Hilda retreated to her small room, Eoforheard remained by the fire, his thoughts turning to the future. The arrival of the Roman soldier had subtly transformed their home, though the change was unmistakable. Only time would reveal whether that change would be beneficial or harmful.

As the winter months settled over the landscape, Devinius found himself falling into a comfortable routine with Eoforheard and his family. The Roman soldier's strong arms and quick mind proved invaluable as they tended to the animals, battling against the harsh elements that threatened their livelihood.

One harsh evening, while the wind screamed and snow accumulated against the hut walls, Eoforheard approached Devinius with a proposal.

"It's not advisable for you to remain out here in the cold," the older man remarked, his breath apparent in the chilly air. "Why not join us and spend time in the main hut? It's warmer, and there's plenty of room."

Devinius hesitated, his eyes darting towards the house where he knew Hilda would be preparing the evening meal. "I wouldn’t want to burden you," he started, but Eoforheard interrupted him with a gesture of his hand.

"Nonsense. Now you are one of us. Let’s go, collect your belongings."

Thus, Devinius discovered he was residing with Hilda, a situation that excited and frightened him simultaneously. The proximity enabled him to watch her more intently; to notice the attention she gave to each task, regardless of how trivial.

Hilda appeared to thrive in the continuous presence of Devinius. She paid special attention to her looks, brushing her lengthy brown hair until it gleamed, despite a tiring day at work. Her brown eyes appeared to glimmer whenever they locked onto his, and she frequently sought reasons to stay close to him, whether it was fixing his garments or seeking his assistance with a chore.

Eoforheard noticed the change in his daughter, the way she seemed to light up whenever Devinius entered the room. He observed with a blend of pride and worry as the two moved around each other, neither truly prepared to admit the escalating chemistry between them.

As the days became longer and the early signs of spring started to show, Devinius began to ponder his future more and more. He had developed a liking for this uncomplicated existence, for the cadence of the seasons and the contentment that came from genuine labor. However, beyond that, he had developed a fondness for Hilda, appreciating her calm strength and kind nature.

One morning, as Devinius helped Eoforheard repair a fence damaged by winter storms, he broached the subject that had been weighing on his mind.

"Eoforheard," he began, his voice hesitant. " I've been thinking..." I want to do something to show my gratitude to you and your family for your generosity. Maybe... maybe I could visit the market and buy some tools, or clothes, or something for the home?"

Eoforheard stopped his work, looking at Devinius with astonishment. "That's really kind of you, young man." However, you are not obliged to give us anything. "You've certainly justified your presence."

Devinius shook his head, determined. "Please, I insist. It would mean a great deal to me."

Eoforheard studied the younger man for a moment, then nodded. "Well, if you're set on it, I won't refuse. The market's a few days away. You could go then, if the weather holds."

Two days later, as the morning sun brushed the sky with gentle shades of amber and pink, Devinius equipped his horse and departed for the market. The bag next to him filled with the meticulously saved gold coins served as a perpetual reminder of the decisions he faced. The rhythmic crunch of his boots on the gravel path and the even clop of the horse's hooves blended with the symphony of bird calls, yet his mind was occupied elsewhere.

While guiding his horse down the winding path, he looked across the undulating fields and the far-off smoke rising from the thatched roofs, his thoughts unavoidably drifting to Hilda. Her image, unbidden yet persistent, floated before him, those shy smiles and quick, knowing glances that had begun to feel like a secret shared only between them. He imagined what it might be like to stay, to carve out a new life here among these simple folk, building something real and solid far from the intrigues of Rome. A small farmstead of his own, laughter filling the evenings, the scent of fresh bread and hay mingling in the air. A future shaped not by command or conquest, but by love, labor, and quiet contentment.

The thought tugged at him, both thrilling and terrifying. He glanced at the purse once more, the gleam of twenty gold coins peeking through the worn leather and experienced the familiar pull of duty and ambition. Yet now, for the first time, there was something else to consider, something that stirred beneath the surface, subtle but strong. Perhaps, just perhaps, there was more to life than what he had known. More than just gold, glory, and the weight of his past.

The market was a bustling, chaotic place, full of sights and sounds that reminded Devinius of his life before coming to this quiet corner of the world. He moved from stall to stall, selecting items he thought would be useful or appreciated.

For Eoforheard, he chose a fine set of woodworking tools, knowing the older man enjoyed carving in his spare time. For the household, he selected warm blankets and sturdy cooking pots. And for Hilda...

Devinius lingered at a small stall lined with simple trinkets: rings, bracelets, and pendants glinting faintly in the midday light. His gaze settled on a delicate silver-colored pendant, its design an endless, twisting knot that seemed to flow seamlessly into itself. He reached out, the cool metal smooth beneath his fingertips, and turned it over thoughtfully. There was nothing extravagant about it, no gems or intricate details, but the quiet elegance of its shape drew him in. It was as if the pendant whispered of something timeless, a promise of continuity and connection. Before he could think twice, he nodded to the vendor and tucked it into his pouch, a purchase made without logic, guided by a deeper instinct.

By lunchtime, Devinius had loaded his horse with the goods he’d acquired, supplies, a few tools, and the unexpected trinket hidden among them. As he tightened the last strap, he paused, the word forming unbidden in his mind: home. He tasted it, turning it over like a cherished memory, feeling its weight settle into his chest. It had been so long since the idea of a true home had seemed more than a distant dream. Yet now, it was a place that beckoned him, filled not with marble columns and grandeur, but with warmth and belonging. Faces came to him, Eoforheard’s steady gaze, Hilda’s soft smile, and a slow, unfamiliar smile spread across his own lips.

With a swift touch on his horse’s neck, he mounted the saddle, the steady jingle of the bridle corresponding with the rapid thump of his heart. “Let’s go, then,” he whispered gently, encouraging the horse to move ahead. 

The pathway extended forward, curving through the meadows, yet the idea of going back motivated him to continue. He had complete certainty in his thoughts. After years, he finally understood precisely what his destination was. Returning to the location and the individuals who had started to signify everything, returning to a life he was starting to refer to as his own.

As Devinius had moved through the bustling market, his eyes alight with the joy of selecting gifts for his newfound family, he failed to notice the watchful gaze of Puttoc. The man's dark eyes, set a bit too close together in his round face, followed Devinius' every move with keen interest.

Puttoc's lips curled into a sneer as he observed the stranger's fine clothes and the elegance of his coin purse. He slunk through the crowd, keeping Devinius in sight while remaining unnoticed himself. When Devinius purchased the silver-colored pendant, Puttoc's eyes gleamed with avarice.

As Devinius led his horse and set off for home, Puttoc whistled for his own mount, a scraggly nag that matched its master's demeanor. He followed at a distance, careful to stay out of sight as they travelled the winding roads back to the Homme.

It was not long before Devinius approached the settlement. The familiar shapes of the hut and barns came into view, tinged with the warm light of early afternoon, and a sense of quiet contentment washed over him. He swung down from his horse, his arms full of the day’s purchases, bundles of cloth, tools, and a small, precious pouch hidden among them. The weight was a welcome strain on his muscles, a reminder of the purpose behind each item.

He made his way toward Eoforheard’s hut, the path well-worn beneath his boots. But then he hesitated, casting a quick glance around the bustling yard. With practiced ease, he changed course, slipping toward the small shelter that served as the horse’s quarters. The air inside was cold, filled with the earthy scents of hay and leather. He led his horse inside, the creature snorting softly as if sensing something different about his master’s mood.

Pausing in the shadows, Devinius scanned the yard outside, eyes narrowing as he ensured there were no curious onlookers. Satisfied that he was alone, he reached into his satchel and drew out the small pouch containing the delicate pendant. The silver knot glinted faintly as he held it up, catching the sunlight filtering through the slats of the shelter wall. He turned it over slowly, tracing its endless loop with the tip of his finger. Why had he bought it? The question lingered, unanswered. All he knew was that it felt right, like a promise yet to be spoken.

From the shadows, Puttoc watched as Devinius disappeared into the hut, emerging moments later with noticeably lighter pockets. A wicked grin spread across Puttoc's face as he formulated his plan.

Hours passed, and the Homme settled into the quiet of evening. Eoforheard, Hilda, and Devinius sat around the hearth, sharing a simple meal, and admiring the gifts Devinius had brought. The comfort of their friendship enveloped the hut, and Devinius experienced a feeling of belonging he had never encountered during his time with the Roman army.

Suddenly, the night was disrupted by the terrified bleating of sheep and the scared whinnying of the horse. Eoforheard sprang up, seizing a sturdy stick from next to the door.

"Something's spooked the animals," he growled, rushing outside with Devinius and Hilda close behind.

In the pale moonlight, they saw a figure darting away from the horse's hut, a sack slung over one shoulder. Eoforheard's face darkened with recognition.

"Puttoc," he spat the name like a curse. "That wastrel and his kin are nothing but trouble. They live across the river, always looking to pilfer what isn't theirs."

Devinius' heart froze in his chest. Silently, he dashed toward the horse's shelter, hoping to all the deities he was aware of that his worries were baseless.

However, when he rushed into the tiny shelter, his greatest fears were validated. The hiding place where he had stashed his remaining coins lay open, the earth disturbed and scattered.

Hilda appeared in the doorway; her face etched with concern. "Devinius? What's wrong?"

He turned to her, his expression a mask of despair. "My money... it's mostly gone. Nearly all of it."

Hilda's eyes widened in shock. She stepped closer, reaching out to him. "Oh, Devinius. I'm so sorry."

The burden of his loss overwhelmed him, causing Devinius to feel his knees give out. In a moment, Hilda Appeared there, her arms around him, supporting him. He held onto her tightly, pressing his face into her hair, inhaling the aroma of herbs and wood smoke that consistently surrounded her.

As he raised his head, their gazes intertwined. Time appeared to stand still, the atmosphere surrounding them filled with unexpressed emotions. Then, as if pulled by an unseen power, their lips came together in a gentle, uncertain kiss.

For an instant, all worries about missing gold coins and dishonest neighbors disappeared. Only Hilda was there, cozy and genuine in his embrace, her lips tender on his. When they separated, both were gasping, their eyes gleaming in the faint glow of the shelter.

"I've been wanting to do that for ages," Devinius murmured, his thumb gliding along the contour of Hilda's cheek.

She looked up at him with a smile, her cheeks tinted with a blush. "Likewise, I have."

Their moment of happiness was fleeting, though, as reality descended upon them. Devinius' shoulders drooped as he recalled his vanished wealth.

"What should I do now?" he whispered, directing his words more towards himself than Hilda. "Those funds were everything I possessed in life." "I have to pursue him and retrieve it."

Hilda grasped his hand with hers, her hold strong and comforting. "He is likely long gone by now, Devinius." "We can search tomorrow, but for now, you have us," she spoke gently. "You possess me. We'll discover a solution for this together."

As winter's chill began to fade from the landscape, the initial delicate sprouts of spring started to break through the warming soil. Devinius positioned himself on the elevated terrain surveying the Homme, his gaze absorbing the lush scenery spreading out ahead of him. The river wound slowly through the valley, its waters sparkling in the soft sunlight. Grasses in the fields moved softly with the wind. 

He breathed in, enjoying the fresh air laced with the aroma of new greenery. It was vastly unlike the bustling streets of Rome or the orderly camps of the military. In this place, he experienced a feeling of tranquility and a bond with the land unlike anything he had encountered previously.

As he looked around, Devinius sensed a presence next to him. As he turned, he saw Hilda, her cheeks rosy from the climb and her hair windswept, walking up to him. She gazed up at him with a smile, causing his heart to swell up with love.

"Isn't it lovely?" she said, her voice gentle.

Devinius agreed, unable to look away from her. "It is," he conceded, although he wasn't certain if he referred to the scenery or the lady next to him.

At that instant, he realized he could never depart from this location. The idea of going back to Rome, to the turmoil and politics of the Empire, felt intolerable. In this place, he discovered a vital piece he hadn’t realized he lacked - a home. 

As the seasons turned, Devinius threw himself into the rhythms of life in the Homme. He mastered cultivating the fields, repairing fences, and fishing in the plentiful river. Every day presented fresh challenges and delights, and he discovered happiness in the uncomplicated joys of a life intertwined with nature.

However, it was Hilda who grounded him to this location. Her strength, her compassion, and her steadfast spirit fascinated him increasingly with each day that went by. They frequently strolled together during the evenings, discussing their aspirations and ambitions, their worries, and their happiness.

During one of these strolls, with the sunset coloring the sky in shades of gold and pink, Devinius grasped Hilda's hand and proposed to her. With tears of happiness glistening in her eyes, she agreed without a moment's doubt.

Their wedding was a modest event, taking place on a warm summer day along the riverbank. The whole Homme gathered to celebrate, filling the atmosphere with joy and melody. While Devinius and Hilda shared their vows, Eoforheard smiled with pride, his aged face lined with happiness at witnessing his daughter’s joy.

During the serene moments post-celebration, while they were together gazing at the stars appearing in the dusky sky, Hilda started to share with Devinius her beliefs. She shared with him the Christian God, His son Jesus, and the teachings that had been handed down through generations of faithful followers.

Devinius heard, his thoughts wandering to a dialogue he once had years prior in Rome. He remembered young Constantine, the son of Emperor Chlorus, confiding in him about his own belief in Christianity, even as his father persecuted its followers.

"Tell me more," Devinius urged, eager to understand this faith that had captured both his wife's heart and that of the future emperor.

In the months that followed, Hilda recounted to Devinius the narratives and teachings of Jesus, along with the hope that Christianity provided. He felt attracted to the themes of love, forgiveness, and redemption. It was entirely unlike the whimsical deities of Rome, who required sacrifices and engaged in trivial disputes.

As winter gave way to spring once more, Devinius made the decision to convert to Christianity. The small ceremony was held by the river, with Eoforheard and the other Christian families of the area in attendance. As he emerged from the waters of baptism, Devinius felt a sense of peace and purpose wash over him.

Along with his newfound faith arose a wish to establish a place of worship for his family and the other Christians in the Homme. With the remainder of the funds he had saved during his army service, Devinius began constructing a small wooden home for himself and Hilda, along with a simple chapel.

The building


































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Oge A,nggvméon |






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





d2d_images/scene_break.png





