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“For there is nothing covered, that shall not be revealed; neither hid, that shall not be known. Therefore whatsoever ye have spoken in darkness shall be heard in the light.”

LUKE THE EVANGELIST

“Some place in the Hekne Weave yer face too shall appear.”

ASTRID HEKNE
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Forged by Dwarves

THE RIVER LAUG WAS FROZEN AND THE WEATHER WAS perfect for travelling by sledge, so it would take Eirik Hekne and his daughters just three days to get from Butangen to Dovre. The year was 1611 and only the roughest cart roads ran through the valley, but when the river was iced over these trips were made easier and even invigorating. Folk whose paths they crossed in the snowstorm thought the two sisters sat so close under their reindeer skin to keep warm, but they never ventured down from the sleigh when the horses stopped to rest, and when asked how old they were, they answered that they were both born in 1595, but that Halfrid was born in the summer and Gunhild closer to Christmas, and as these over-inquisitive folk gawped after them, the girls and their father travelled on, bursting into laughter as soon as their sledge was out of earshot. It was a laugh with a dual clang, absolute abandon around a core of self-denial, but containing less hurt than the mean snicker when one sister wanted something and the other told her she could “go fetch it” herself.

They headed on northwards and as darkness fell they stopped at a farm in Sel, where the Heknes had acquaintances. Here the two girls twisted themselves out of the sledge and four feet landed on the ground at once. Then the first thing they did was to tighten their apron – so wide it went round both their waists – before they limped into a log cabin with an uncommonly wide bed.

Next morning they were up with the sun, though it vanished the instant they entered the Rosten Gorge, where everything lay in shade and the mountain walls were so jagged they might have been hacked out by an angry, slighted giant. The sun never reached the valley floor, and it was said that a summer’s day was no warmer than an October night, and that the only creatures to live here were those who neither needed, nor tolerated, the light. All about them the mountains plunged into the seething river below, where the waters that never froze were visible only as foam. Eirik Hekne chivvied the horses up steep slopes, through deep snow and between fallen rocks. Father, horses, daughters, sledge and all went white with rime from the spray of the river, whose roar was so loud that nothing could be heard, and there was no need to say anything, as the only thing on anyone’s mind in the Rosten Gorge was how much further it went.

Then the terrain flattened out, the sun reappeared, and the mood of both horses and travellers lightened as they reached Lie farm and were welcomed by the girls’ aunt. She had been present for their protracted birth, which had resulted in her sister’s death, when the womenfolk had flocked to see the marvel that had been squirming in Astrid Hekne’s womb: two baby girls joined at the hip.

They were sixteen years old now and going to stay in a cabin on the slopes opposite Lie, suitably remote from prying folk, on a cart road few ever used. Newly built, just for them, it was a fine, wind-tight log cabin, with smoothly hewn inner walls that gleamed yellow and smelled of fresh-cut pine, one room to sleep in and another to work in. And they saw to their own needs, making the usual jokes, as when Halfrid asked Gunhild to put on more logs and she replied: “Aye, if ye go ’n’ fetch the water.”

From a very young age the twins had astonished and delighted the Hekne family with their elaborate weaves. But the folk of Butangen and the surrounding villages kept to simple, homely designs, and Eirik wanted to give his daughters the centuries-old skills he knew still existed further north. Living with their aunt, they could meet the oldest mistresses of the craft, from Bøverdalen to Lesja and the villages between. Usually old maids, bent-backed and a little grouchy, muttering and exacting, these were the bearers of hundreds of years of knowledge about wool, plant dyes and patterns that would come to be known by names such as skybragt – cloudburst – and lynild – lightning fire – made in ways that could not be conveyed in either the spoken or the written word, but only by sitting close and watching for weeks on end, and then repeating them over and over.

Unbeknown to themselves, many of the North Gudbrandsdal womenfolk were among the most skilful weavers in all Europe. They sat, day in and day out, at their upright looms, warp threads dangling in bundles from their stone weights. In other lands across Europe what the Døla folk called Smettvev – glide weaves – were called Flemish tapestries, and their production was governed by rules and laws, and regarded as the sole preserve of men. But opinions held elsewhere were no more interesting to them than what happened on the moon, and if anyone had voiced any objection, they’d soon have learned that the womenfolk of Gudbrandsdal, rich or poor, had no tradition of servility and could make a veritable hell for even the most placid man.

Month after month the Hekne sisters were visited by their teachers. The daylight hours were used for weaving, the evenings for spinning before the fireplace because the warmth softened the grease in the wool. The girls were taught the rarest methods of plant-dyeing, and then in the half-light they were shown – so it was said – weaves from pre-Christian times, pictures that depicted ancient Norse legends through mysterious symbols and the figures of shape-shifters and creatures that were half beast and half human.

But these lessons belonged to the night, and in the morning light the girls sat ready once more to weave pictures of the stories of Christendom, side by side as always, with that wide, beautifully embroidered apron covering their laps, their nimble-fingeredness already manifest in the myriad hair braids they had made for each other in the dawn, and the sadness they had to bear was not yet mature or was something they had already accepted.

The old women soon discovered how quickly and precisely the two worked. With their unique four-handed method the sisters could make the shuttle glide faster than anyone, and all who saw them understood why the word vevkjerring also meant ‘spider’. Their teachers noticed the peculiar connection they shared. Their reflexes in tight synchrony, their every thought as tangible as a shadow passing across the other, when one had an idea, the other was instantly there to help realise it. But when they were at odds, everything stopped and they worked against each other, so that one sister could do nothing without the other immediately blocking or wrecking it, and, each being able to predict the other’s countermoves and plan her own, there was never any resolution or outlet for their anger, just a stalemate, a violent tussle of hands and arms that the old women had to avert if the beginnings of a beautiful weave would not be spoiled.

The sisters rarely worked their own designs. The mysterious images for which they would later find fame, and which would reach perfection in the Hekne Weave, their depiction of Skråpånatta – the Night of the Scourge, when the earth would be scoured bare and both the living and dead swept to their doom – had not yet entered their imagination. All winter they wove the three kings and the wise and unwise virgins, and rejoiced when the spring of 1612 came, followed by a summer that was still at its height one Sunday in late August.

A Sunday that was to be etched in history. If it had been a Saturday, everything would have been different, since it was on Sundays that the villagers gathered in the church. Everyone except the two sisters, who because of their defect avoided any public gathering.

Which was why they were unaware that the sheriff of Dovre had done the unthinkable: he had marched in and interrupted Mass, and not just that, he had not left his battleaxe in the weapons porch, but had taken it up to the pulpit and struck the floor three times with its shaft, and declared that Norway was at war. From that very moment.

Several hundred Scottish mercenaries had come ashore in Romsdalen and had passed the villages of Lesja on their way to Dovre. The sheriff told them that message batons – bud-stikker – had been sent north and south in the valley and along the side-valleys to rally the menfolk in defence of their land. The pastor declared Mass over and the church was emptied. As the day progressed each farm contributed one fighter, and down in the valley farm after farm was abandoned as folk fled to the seters – the upland dairy farms – often leaving behind a lonely tethered calf in the yard. Folk knew that soldiers always expropriated what they needed of food, shelter and women, but rumour spread that these Scots were in league with the devil himself, that they slaughtered anyone in their path and burned all the houses, and had dogs that tore runaways to pieces, and cut off the hooves of the milking cows and let them stumble about bleeding just for fun, which was why it was best to tether a calf in the yard and leave all the doors open, in the hope there would be enough food and space for them to spare the farm itself.

The Hekne girls stayed, however. Whether to protect a valuable weave, or because being so slow-moving they would make easy prey if the enemy followed them to the seters, or perhaps because they secretly had no wish to flee, nobody was well enough acquainted with them to know.

Next day a rowdy troop of more than three hundred soldiers passed through Dovre. The dogs first, then officers on horseback, wearing helmets, pistols and swords, the rest a motley crew of press-ganged foot soldiers and young boys, followed by a few women, gunsmiths and saddlers, and a rearguard of seasoned veterans who chivvied any stragglers on.

The soldiers chose a little cart road some way up the valley, and soon they were marching directly outside the Hekne sisters’ cabin. They must have heard the tramping of soldiers and horses and the general hum of talking. Almost the entire line of soldiers had gone past when an officer stopped his horse and issued an order. Two young men were given swords, and stepping out of line they approached the log cabin while the rearguard looked on.

They entered without knocking.

Stayed inside for a remarkably long time.

So long that the officer was about to send some men after them, but then they emerged with swords lowered and two leather bags filled with drinking water.

What was said between those four in the cabin that day, only they would know. What is almost certain is that, like most young soldiers, they were probably very nervous and easily scared, and they might have wondered at first if they had stumbled upon the mythical Norns sitting at their loom – the mythical sisters of fate who spun, wove and cut the thread of each human being’s life. After all, the old Norse legends were still very much alive on the islands from which they hailed.

The four of them might also have been astonished that they understood each other’s language. The officers were from the Scottish mainland, but their men were from the Orkneys and Shetland, which had been inhabited by Norwegians for more than six hundred years, and where the Norse dialect still prevailed even though the islands were now under Scottish rule.

The army travelled on, and set up camp that evening at Kråkvolden, an hour’s march south of the Hekne cabin, and they lit campfires and settled into drinking and wrestling, customs inherited from their Norwegian ancestors.

What the Norwegians did not know was that these soldiers had no plans to conquer Norway. They were headed for Sweden to serve as mercenaries to the Swedish king in the Kalmar War. They had not burned any farms or slaughtered folk on their way, but rumours of their wickedness had served them well. Particularly since almost all the soldiers were unarmed and few had ever seen combat before; indeed, most were poor youngsters recruited under duress, some bought out of jail, some simply press-ganged.

Colonel Ramsay was commander of the forces, and serving under him was Lieutenant-Colonel Sinclair, who burned gunpowder in his palm each morning and read the smoke to see what dangers the day would bring. Not that they feared the Norwegians. They were marching across Norway because it was less risky than taking ships through the Skagerrak. Norway was a poor and wretched land, a barren wilderness whose malnourished inhabitants melted away at the mere sight of strangers – wasn’t that what their journey had proved thus far? Not an enemy in sight!

But news spread slowly then, and what Ramsay and Sinclair did not know was that King Christian of Denmark had lost faith in the use of mercenaries to defend this cold and rugged land in the north, and had imposed order just eight years previously, by issuing a leidang, which not only made the local farmers duty-bound to provide soldiers but required each farm to own a gun. Calls to arms were carried by budstikker along strictly defined routes. Also known as hærpiler, or war-arrows, these message batons were scorched at one end and marked with a hangman’s loop at the other, a reminder that any farmer who failed to uphold the leidang would be hanged from the roof beam of his own house, while it and his entire farm were set ablaze around him.

The men gathered.

By Tuesday the hærpiler had reached the remotest corners of Gudbrandsdal, and five hundred peasant soldiers were at Kringen, just a day’s march south for the Scots. Here, the mountains plunged straight down into the River Laug and a small, crooked path was their only way through. When the Scots reached it on Wednesday, it proved so narrow they were forced to march single file, and as their army stretched to its full length, a shot rang out and Lieutenant-Colonel Sinclair fell. The shot that hit him in the forehead that day was a jacket button of heirloom silver, chewed into a bullet shape and fired from a two-metre-long wheel-lock rifle by a huntsman from Ringebu, who knew that only silver could kill a man in league with the devil. The only consolation for Sinclair was that for centuries he would be considered the leader of the Scots because he rode at the front.

The Scots were attacked from above with rifles, spears, long axes and scythes. Three hours later, half the mercenaries were dead. Only a few Norwegians fell. The survivors were taken south and imprisoned in a large barn. The sheriffs ordered that they be taken to Akershus Fortress in Kristiania and handed over to the king’s men. But it was August, the busiest month of the harvest, so as the liquor was passed around that night there were mutterings, since to accompany the prisoners that far would require a large contingent of guards and supplies, and would take so long that the grain and hay would rot in the fields back at home and lead to winter famine, and was that really all the thanks they could expect from the king for defending the land?

Next morning began with various escape attempts and quarrels between guards and prisoners, then quarrels between the guards themselves, and culminated with the prisoners being led out of the barn two by two and executed. Either shot or speared.

In the silence afterwards came the terror and shame.

God, help us. What have we done. Almighty God. What have we done?

An internalised horror. Over the brutality that was within them.

That we could do this. Even I. Even you.

Eighteen men escaped death. Three were taken to Akershus, where the incident was recorded by the governor general and the file duly closed. It was a military triumph followed by a massacre, and nobody liked to be reminded of the bloodbath that had taken place outside the barn. Eighty years passed before anything more was written about the Scottish invasion. It was then given fresh life in poetry and song, depicted as a wholly heroic deed. In one song however, which was quickly forgotten because it told of the massacre, there was a verse which described a young boy who had been spared. He had broken free, and, running towards the spear of his own accord, he had said in Norwegian:

When God gathers and reckons the dead, then count me a friend of Halfrid Hekne.

*

It is just possible that this was the selfsame boy who came north to Lie a few days after the battle. He had a bad knife wound and offered to work for free in exchange for food and lodgings. His brother had been killed at Kringen, they were farmhands from the Hebrides who had sought work in Hjaltland when the officers came and press-ganged some of the local youngsters, which they had no legal right to do, but they were armed, which the boys were not. The sisters believed his story, and let him go about with a scythe and an axe and a hoe and a shovel. Each day he carried water and firewood and food up to the cabin. But exactly what happened early next summer was never divulged. The girls’ aunt managed to keep the incident hidden from the local gossips, and the only person beyond Norddalen to be told what had happened was Eirik Hekne, when he arrived that Christmas to take his girls home, and by then their wounds were almost healed. Those that could bleed, that is.

The aunt reported that screams had come from the Hekne cabin, screams from both girls, so shrill and intense that they could be heard from down at the farm. They had run up and discovered the twin sisters bloodied and in a state of terror. But neither would say what had happened, only that they had cut themselves and that nobody else was to blame. There was a huge to-do and the wound was difficult to dress, and it was late afternoon before folk noticed that the Scots boy had vanished, having sneaked enough food to get him to the coast. But even stranger were the telltale signs that he had actually returned to the stabbur – the farm’s old two-storey food storehouse – and replaced some of the food. This was taken as proof that he had originally packed for two, but had then abandoned the plan and his fellow runaway.

The wound turned nasty and the sisters were struck down with a fever, which they only survived, so their aunt believed, because they had cut themselves with the knife they used for their weaving. This knife had been given them by a woman from Bøverdalen, and was said to have special powers. Not only was the knife jordfunnet – that is, lost on snow-free ground and rediscovered after having been long forgotten – but it was sharp enough to be dvergsmidd – forged by the magical dwarf blacksmiths deep in their underground caves. Knives of this sort were found in every village and passed from farm to farm to heal sick animals and folk, and it was these magical healing properties which the aunt believed had saved the girls.

A new silence entered between the sisters after this episode. They began, for the first time ever, to work on separate weaves, the first two of which were said to depict the things they’d seen when they were delirious with fever. Some folk reckoned the boy had returned to them one night, leaving something behind for Halfrid, something she later held dearer than all else, though nobody ever found out what it was. Their father took them home, and beneath the ice on which they travelled, the River Laug streamed towards the sea with yet another secret from Gudbrandsdal.

*

Back home again in Butangen, they moved into the newly built farmhouse at Hekne. They set aside their individual weaves for a work that would occupy them for the rest of their lives. The Hekne Weave was given to the church when they died and was the most elaborate and enigmatic of all their works. Later, after the Sister Bells were cast and named in their memory, the villagers began to realise the power of their inseparability, for just as the girls had been inseparable, so too were the bells. But the wanderlust that lurked below the surface of this inseparability was nigh on invisible to anyone not privy to what happened in Norddalen. Likewise, there were few who had any notion of the powers that were unleashed at the sisters’ deathbed, when Gunhild folded Halfrid’s hands in her own, and said:

“Ye shall shuttle wide, and I shall shuttle close, and when the weave be woven we two shall both return.”




First Story

Children of the Silver Winter




The Thistle

SOME HUMAN BEINGS ARE AS INFLUENTIAL IN DEATH as in life.

Kai Schweigaard knelt down and rested his knee on his Bible. He did not usually tend her grave in his cassock, but a thistle had been carried here on the wind, and lay in the bed of heather and buttercups. It was a mystery to him how it could have blown this far, since they generally only grew on the other side of the cemetery wall, around the old, unmarked gravestones of outlaws and those who had hanged themselves.

It was beautiful, this thistle. Lifeless, but still beautiful with its deep-green leaves and sharp thorns.

Like her in so many ways.

He made a hole in the earth, scattered some of its seeds and patted them down. Got up and brushed his Bible clean of grass and soil.

There were those who said one should move on.

But they did not have the death of another person on their conscience. Or two or even three, when he was hardest on himself. Without a doubt, Gerhard Schönauer’s, but also perhaps Astrid Hekne’s. And one of their twin sons, Edgar, who lay in an unmarked grave somewhere in Kristiania.

Far below him, on the surface of Lake Løsnes, the breeze inscribed itself in tremors across the water before it reached up to him. It was a hot August day, and it blew from the south and bore within it the smells of the Løsnes Marshes. A burst of the same breath that blew the thistle here to Astrid’s grave.

Now and then he had a feeling something was happening. That his feet were somehow heavier as he stood here in the graveyard. That somebody was calling out to him. Though when he turned, there was no-one to be seen. No-one to be seen, but something to mark, just as the villagers claimed to have done through the years, when they said they heard the church bell ring from the depths of Lake Løsnes, calling out to her sister.

The cemetery gate creaked over by the church. It was Oddny Spangrud. Still known as the new midwife, despite having been here in Butangen for eighteen years, she was clearly come with a purpose.

She gathered up her apron and nodded. “Herr Pastor?”

“Yes?”

“I am come with a message from the old midwife. Widow Framstad. She says there be sommat the pastor mun know, but she be too feeble to come down here herself.”

Schweigaard nodded and said he could go later that day or the next. Oddny Spangrud thanked him and left.

She was a good midwife. Knowledgeable. No doubt she had inherited Widow Framstad’s old iron forceps, the tool that midwives were not formally permitted to use, but to which the local doctor wisely turned a blind eye.

Kai Schweigaard braced himself and walked back up to the parsonage. He was met by the smell of Oldfrue Bressum’s cooking, and decided there and then to head straight for Widow Framstad’s. The hour’s walk each way would be good, hunger being a prerequisite if you had to down any of Oldfrue’s meals these days.

*

The year was 1903, nonetheless Kai Schweigaard’s appearance had changed surprisingly little since the day of his arrival in the spring of 1879. Still straight-backed and robust, not burly like a farmer, but keen-eyed and resolute like a falcon. A touch of grey at the temples, a furrowed brow, suited to his life’s work as a hammer forged to the perfect weight. After Astrid’s death, his brusque and uncompromising nature had mellowed, and his obsession with rules had been replaced with an open-mindedness. But he could still, without warning, slam his fist into a table and admonish hard-drinking fathers or slippery quack doctors. He generally worked in his office from early till late, with only a break for supper, a supper which, since he couldn’t bring himself to sack Oldfrue Bressum, was generally over-salted or tasteless.

She was a legacy from the previous pastor’s household, and for the first decade she had been both short-tempered and obstinate, but these characteristics were now replaced with total muddle-headedness. She rarely knew what year it was, and for long periods she lived utterly in the past, calling Schweigaard the new pastor. During the archdeacon’s official visit to Butangen six years earlier, fresh liver-patties had been on the menu. But to save money Bressum had obtained some sharks’ livers, suitable only for the extraction of fish-liver oil. To cap it all, they were rancid, and had, as Schweigaard realised with his second mouthful, been rancid for some time.

That had been the last time the parsonage saw anything resembling a social event.

Years had passed. With hymn-singing, harmonium-playing, baptisms and deaths. Coughs and colds dogged him from November to March, and his joints and neck ached after sitting at his paperwork and writing his sermons in his draughty office. Such were the occupational hazards of a village pastor.

But then came the summers. The long, hot Gudbrandsdal summers, when the heat shimmered between the valley walls and insects hovered over the sedge grass. And he would go out in the priest-boat troll-fishing every other evening, the stiffness of winter melting from his shoulders with each pull on the oars. He often visited Astrid’s grave on his way down, and always on his way home if he caught a big trout.

And there he would linger. Before the only person to whom he could present his catch.

Back in the spring of 1881, at the Birthing Institute in Kristiania, he had scorned God and turned his back on Him. Later, he and the Almighty had come to an agreement of sorts, that they would speak again in forty years. Then, if Astrid Hekne’s death was revealed to have some greater meaning, he would become a man of faith once again. Meanwhile he would oversee Butangen as he saw fit, here in this secluded backwater, which God might not have forgotten but which He had leased out with no particular qualms.

Life in the first year after Astrid’s death had been dark and meaningless; work dragged and everything he did seemed futile. At first he could be in such a daze that he forgot she was dead, and when he saw something beautiful, he felt the urge to tell her, only to realise that she wasn’t there and would never be there again.

Bitterness dominated him in the years that followed, and he often let his anguish flood out in full force, from behind a dam he only ever half-heartedly repaired when it burst. The anguish of that winter, which the villagers called the Silver Winter. The winter when the Sister Bells disappeared – Halfrid to Germany and Gunhild to the depths of Lake Løsnes.

He had brought her home in a coffin, but he also brought home a burden of duty that lent him new strength and direction. Sitting in his lap on the sledge trip back was Jehans, dressed in the woollen jacket that Astrid had knitted in the months before his birth, a little bundle he had promised to protect, a little boy he had tried to provide with schooling and a good upbringing, both of which he had managed for years.

Jehans belonged to the Hekne family and should rightfully have grown up on the farm, but the family had fallen out over Astrid and her wilfulness, a falling out that marked their treatment of Jehans, raised on the finest goat’s milk but never allowed to sit on anyone’s lap. On his second birthday he had been sent to live at Halvfarelia, one of the Heknes’ tied smallholdings, where the elderly tenants cared for him like their own.

Schweigaard kept a watchful eye on Jehans’ progress through the years. It was arranged that the boy spend his weekends at the parsonage, during which Schweigaard managed to cultivate the strengths and talents he could see in him. But the bonds between them were sadly severed when the youngster turned fifteen.

It came in flashes now, the sorrow. His memories no longer brought the same swingeing pain. He liked to sit before the fireplace in the drawing room, smoking and reading, preferably with an open window, so as to feel both the heat from the open fire and the refreshing evening chill. And sometimes she came to him, Astrid, a thickening in the shadows, a shift in the curtains, and he talked with her when things were tough or when he was happy, and sometimes she whispered to him, and other times she was dead. He knew he ought to have put his grief behind him long ago. But the priesthood is the worst profession imaginable for a troubled man. His graveside eulogies were famed for their wisdom and urgent sincerity. Reason being, each coffin he lowered was Astrid Hekne’s coffin. With every speech about the resurrection, Astrid Hekne rose again. And when each funeral was over he was always more drained than he let his parishioners see. He sat down on his own and breathed out and was still, and then, come wind or shine, walked out into the orchard and looked out over the place that had become home, with a gaze that scanned for changes, but also sought reassurance in the things that remained unaltered.

*

He changed into a woollen sweater, breeches and narrow-brimmed hat. He liked to visit the humbler folk in the village, and seldom, except when he needed to display his full authority to some big landowner, did he arrive by horse and carriage. A confident stride and firm speech were his hallmarks, and a modesty that resembled the parsonage itself. The parsonage was essentially two farms in one. First, the large, white-painted house in which he lived, a two-hundred-year-old building with too many empty rooms, with its flagpole, an orchard and spacious courtyard with a few smaller buildings. But then, second, behind a screen of pussy willow, was a working farm, whose sole task was to provide the pastor’s family with food and transport. It was here that the stables, carriage shed, barns and tied cottage were found, and it was from here that the smell of cow dung and horses wafted up to the house, along with the clucking of hens and mumbling of farm folk.

The villagers had been generous when Christianity came to Norway, as evidenced by the parsonage’s fine location, situated on a broad slope of arable and pasture land that stretched all the way down to Lake Løsnes. The terrain might be steep, but it was even, and it was here that Butangen’s largest farms were situated. But today Kai Schweigaard set out on the stony road that wound alongside the River Breia, where small log cabins and cottars’ farms perched at the top of near-barren fields that led straight down to the river, often so steep that the farmers could only work with their arses turned downhill.

This was Butangen. These were its folk.

And they each had a lifespan, as the plough and roundpole fence have theirs.

He stopped at the stream where the cart road split into two. One path led past the very smallest and poorest cabins in the village, among them Halvfarelia, where Jehans lived with Adolf and Ingeborg, his foster parents, and then headed further up towards the seters. But the path Schweigaard took now was narrower and surrounded by spruce forest. Towards a hidden house on a hidden mission.

He filled a hip flask from the stream and drank. From here he got a last view over the village, and as always when looking at it from afar he felt a sort of demand, an expectation, laid upon him by this place where he lived. It was as though the Silver Winter had left an imprint on Butangen. As though the trees, the cairns, the fields and the river all knew something about him, and had a claim on him, and the authority to redeem this claim.

Doubtless this was because the village itself had been marked by his past deeds. There on the slope between the parsonage and Lake Løsnes stood the ancient stave church, there as only a memory now, having been replaced by the new, white church, which would never be anything but the New Church, as nondescript as the prairie churches in America. He had had more success with the bell tower, a two-storey tower without windows that he had erected to house the Sister Bells. It also served as the village mortuary over the winter, housing its dead, row upon row of coffins in the dark, waiting for the frost to loosen its iron grip on the earth in the spring to allow graves to be dug.

But no bells hung in the bell tower as he had promised Astrid they would, and the view that demanded most from him was that of Lake Løsnes. Just as this stretch of water marked the village’s border with the outside world, so it was his border too. So long and so narrow it was impossible to see its beginning or end from the parsonage. In the evenings Lake Løsnes lay dark and glassy below the forest-clad shore on the opposite side, at least when it did not take on the shape of the wind and warn of coming storms.

The knowledge of what lay at the bottom of the lake dragged at him like a powerful undercurrent. Sometimes he thought that if only he could bring up the bell from her resting place there, he could make up for everything. Others had come here to look for her. Jehans had built a raft when he was only twelve years old, and, together with a friend, he had tried to find the bell and bring her up. That was long ago. Before he had bid a wordless farewell to the boy.

Years ago some young Germans had come here on the same quest, presumably because a bounty had been offered in Dresden to anyone who could reunite the Sister Bells.

So many had tried, so many had failed, that the explanation had to lie in the old legend: that only chain-brothers – brothers born without any sister between – would be able to raise Gunhild and thus take the first step to reuniting the Sister Bells.

He crossed the Breia now, on the bridge that withstood spring floods and heavily loaded drays, and as he embarked on the final stretch of his walk to Widow Framstad’s cottage, he suddenly remembered his other promise to Astrid. When they had torn down the old church, he had promised to look for the Hekne Weave.

The weave was said to depict doomsday. Creatures that were half bird and half human, spat flames and set fire to everything beneath them. And it was also thought to warn the villagers of avalanches and plagues, floods and forest fires.

Schweigaard did not believe in such things, although many events in Butangen had put his powers of reason and theology to the test. Yet the possibility itself thrilled him, forcing him into the twilight beyond the usual paths of thought. How might it have been to receive a warning about the future when life was at its toughest? Would he have believed such signs in 1880, when he had taken such a wrong turn?

It was said that the Hekne Weave had vanished from the church through locked doors, but such vague, semi-occult fantasies drove him to find out what had actually happened. That was, at least, what he had told himself all those years ago when he had first begun to look for it.

In every corner.

He had started by rifling through every floor and every basement in every building in the parsonage grounds. He crawled under the stabbur, climbed into attics, rummaged through cubbyholes and slithered under floorboards. His only rewards were a few threadbare horse blankets, a musty odour on his clothes, and woodlice and centipedes down his collar.

But a promise was a promise. And promises to the dead have a habit of becoming obsessions.

Every time he visited another farm he tried, not always with equal elegance, to turn the conversation onto the subject of ancient weaves. Once he forgot his manners altogether, as he stood in a dining room transfixed by a wall hanging that might resemble the Hekne Weave, depicting, as it did, six gigantic birds with outstretched wings. None of them spat fire or had human faces, yet he stood staring at it, hoping to discover something new, until three recently bereaved daughters coughed politely and said they were ready, and had been for ages, to discuss their father’s eulogy.

On another farm he lifted a shroud to peer under it, thinking he had glimpsed an embroidery on the other side, only to find he was mistaken.

The dead man said nothing. But may have had an opinion on the matter.

Gossip soon spread that the pastor was interested in weaves, and he was soon being offered – and for politeness’ sake buying – all sorts of threadbare furniture coverings and wall hangings, which he hung on his living room walls.

The only farm he did not visit was Hekne. But it was unlikely to be there, or Astrid would have found it.

Calling upon the logician in himself, he narrowed down his search to the most likely year for the weave to have disappeared. It was a simple enough matter to get an overview of Butangen’s previous pastors, but it was quite another to interpret their imprecise records, written in showy but untidy Gothic script, often with extensive gaps between one entry and the next. After he had spent many hours in the bishop’s archives, two snippets of information stood out for him.

One was that the pastor who served Butangen during the Hekne sisters’ lifetime was called Sigvard C. Krafft. He was in Butangen from 1591 until 1620, when he set out on a mission to Nordland, leaving no papers behind him, and despite Schweigaard sending several earnest letters of enquiry to the bishop up there, Schweigaard could find out no more about him. He seemed to have evaporated without trace, just as the Hekne Weave would a couple of centuries later.

The other man to attract Schweigaard’s attention was a certain Ørnulf Nilssøn. Butangen’s pastor for just three years, from 1813 to 1816, he seemed an uncompromising, duty-driven man. One document in Bishop Hamar’s archives – so dusty that Schweigaard could barely stop sneezing – revealed him to have come to Butangen with the same unshakeable determination as the young Schweigaard, immediately being his favourite word:


It was incumbent upon me to Repair this barren and soulless Parish, and to this end I immediately drew up a List of Beneficial Undertakings, the which I planned to execute. 1. To immediately Order the Cleaning of Church Properties, including making good the flaked Paintwork on the Pulpit. 2. To immediately Burn the Pagan Weave which perverts True Faith and frightens young Recruits from Serving as Soldiers, for they imagine they will meet these monstrous Fire-Birds. 3. To end the Practice, forbidden for years already, of Burying the Dead beneath the Church floor. 4. To School the ignorant Farmers in the benefits of the potato plant. 5. To Acquire a new Chasuble lined with Reindeer Pelt, to warm my frozen Joints in this insufferably cold Church. 6. To Provide better-quality Silverware, including Chalices and Candlesticks, the old ones being too small, dented from use, and in all probability Counterfeit. 7. In some Years’ Time: to Build a new Church.



With some regret, Schweigaard recognised his younger self in this man’s plans. But this was no time for soul-searching: he had found both a year and a reasonable explanation. He was bemused that men would be frightened from being soldiers by the monstrous fire-birds – it sounded like an excuse the villagers might give a naive pastor – but that the weave itself might inspire fear did not surprise him. As late as 1879, when Schweigaard himself had arrived in Butangen, superstition had been rife. In the early 1800s beliefs and customs must have been positively medieval. And in a year like 1813, the worst for generations, with famine and impending war, folklore would doubtless have taken greater hold than ever, as hunger and fear drove the villagers to look everywhere for guidance and signs.

It was in such a year, then, that Pastor Nilssøn had come and ordered the burning of the Hekne Weave. The villagers must have protested loudly. But what had actually happened? He found nothing more. Nothing except that by 1816 Nilssøn was defeated by the village’s lack of soul and his frozen joints and had gone on his way.

Six years later, and Schweigaard had been forced to give up his search. All the farms had been scoured and the bishop’s clerks were tired of him digging in their archives. He put his obsession with the Hekne Weave to rest, just as the bell was at rest in Lake Løsnes, and had not thought about Nilssøn for years. Until today, as he stood gazing over the village on his way to Widow Framstad’s.

You clearly had your faults, Pastor Nilssøn. But I? I stayed. And here I am, looking out over the very same village you left, and the same Lake Løsnes.

Here I am, gazing over it. Here I am. Knowing it.

As one who stayed, and can look out over my mistakes.

*

“I shall die in twelve days,” she said.

Widow Framstad had grown very old. Wrinkled and crooked, a true ancient. The wood burner was lit and from it came the smell of coffee. She was sitting in a rocking chair in a corner. He took a stool and drew it close. A tiny flame glowed through the damper in the burner. The room was so dark he could not see into the corners.

“Now. There be two matters. First, this place. This cottage and plot o’ land. The church may take it if the church do want it. Put it t’ good use. For the poor or the old.”

Schweigaard said it was a most generous and useful gift, and that they would be wise in its disposal. When the time came.

“Second be the flower-meadow just above the rhubarb patch. I did bury them there. Every one.”

A solemnity filled the room as he realised who she was talking about.

“Those I were obliged to take. Those that couldna pull through. Those I mun take home wi’ me in my midwifery bag. Naebody ever saw them. Two hundred ’n’ three, all told. In two score ’n’ fifteen year. I kept count. Gave each a name and a ceremony o’ sorts.”

Those I were obliged to take. Stillborn children, and those she had dismembered in the womb in a bid to save their mothers’ lives. The ways of the ancient midwives. To act promptly, leaving no room for questions or doubt over the necessity. These children were unbaptised and were not buried in the churchyard, since they were not become the Children of God. Though what else they might be, nobody seemed able to say.

“Just so ye knows about it,” she said. “So ye can take partic’lar care o’ that meadow, leastways not set potatoes or turnips there. Ye shall know it when ye see it.”

Kai Schweigaard nodded. A deep pastorly nod. Head bowed, pausing before he slowly raised his gaze again, as though lifting his face to the world after a moment’s silent contemplation. He knew it. The darkness such memories held for parents, when joy was extinguished on a day of such hope. The despair that never quite burned out.

He had wondered where they ended up, Butangen’s stillborn children. According to new rules they were to be swaddled, then laid in the bottom of a newly opened grave in the morning before the burial of an adult, whose coffin would then rest over the child. But this was impossible in smaller villages without daily burials, and privately he had thought midwives must have their own solutions, and now he had found out what one of those was, and he suspected that the new midwife also had a flower-meadow.

Clearing his throat, Schweigaard said he would have it fenced. “I shall take care of it.”

“I know.”

They sat in silence.

She said: “Ye were a fine pastor. Though it be ’twixt ’n’ ’tween wi’ your faith.”

He said nothing to this, but asked what made her think she only had twelve days left.

“I saw it. The sign.”

When he asked her what the sign was, she took his hand and squeezed it.

“Ye shall live long. But ye too shall see the sign. Ye, in partic’lar, Pastor. And ye shall see it in good time.”

She let go his hand and he cleared his throat and asked no more. Widow Framstad rose stiffly to her feet, fetched the pot from the burner and they drank their coffee. Lying on a small table was a pile of white linen with a needle and thread, and he understood that she, like many old folk in Butangen, was following tradition by sewing her own shroud. He did not experience all this as macabre, since the old midwife sat slurping her coffee, wholly at ease and untroubled.

“I can’t find your entry in the kirkebok,” he said. “So I don’t know whether you have any other names, or your exact date of birth.”

She chuckled. “The pastor were well brought up.” She provided him with her first name. “I were a love-begot child. Given away by my mammy and grew up in Framstad. There were no calendars down there. Happen I arrived in about 1810, and I reckons I could walk by then. Herr Pastor may plump upon a date that suits.”

Widow Framstad chuckled.

“’Tis like that old joke. Which came first, the midwife or the babbie? Happen I were never born at all. Happen I came awalking on my own two feet. Haha! Nay, I canna’ tell, I were too little.”

She put down her coffee cup and grabbed his wrist.

“Herr Pastor. The Hekne girl. I know ye were fond o’ her.”

Fond.

“She knew. She knew it were dangerous to travel away to have her babbies. Had she given birth wi’ me in the old way she’d have lived. But nae the bairns. I would have had to take them. They would be lying up by the rhubarb now. But her? She would have been here in Butangen and given birth to other littl’ uns. Maybe yours. Likely yours. That were the old way. Nae messin’. And so she did it. Travelled to the city to give birth. Had to. To see them live. Happen because I felt her belly and knew it would be too hard for her to get them out.”

“She told me that,” Schweigaard said. “That she had been here and had a vision. That she saw her children.”

“Saw that there would be two. Two boys. Saw them walk down the path right here, heading down from the mountain. But I reckon she saw sommat that frightened her too. She didna’ wish to tell me what. But I knew there were sommat.”

“One of the boys died,” Schweigaard said.

Widow Framstad seemed to be searching for something up on the ceiling.

“I heard that too. But I canna’ creed it. She visited me later that winter, and I felt them stir in her belly. Both were equally good ’n’ stout. Life can be unjust, but ’tis never that unjust. Think o’ the bell that lies in the lake. The one that only chain-brothers can raise. There mun be two o’ them. Nay one and nay three. Two chain-brothers, just as there be two church bells. Just as there were two Hekne sisters.”

Her saying that they were equally good ’n’ stout aroused an old sense of uneasiness in him. He had never been given a straight answer about what had gone wrong during the birth. But a newer curiosity was now aroused in him too, by her mention of the Hekne sisters.

“You were a child in the early 1800s,” he said. “Did you perhaps see the Hekne Weave?”

“I canna’ recall it. Though a woman in Framstad did. She said it were gigantic and strange. And that she didna’ dare look long upon it. There were birds in it, she said, that scared her. As though they drew her in.”

He asked if the villagers talked much about it and its history.

“Aye, they talked alright. Some said Everyone shall see their faces in the Hekne Weave. But they wove so much, and folk said so much. ’Tis strange how all the sisters’ weaves are now gone. I heard they wove with warp yarns o’ nettle, and they lasted well. But in some weaves they did sommat strange with the warp, so it would rot after a certain time, and the whole weave would turn to dust. For they didna’ want it to last longer. It had done what it were meant to do.”

“Do you know what happened to it?” Schweigaard asked. “To the Hekne Weave? Whether it was hidden or burned?”

“It was na’ burned. That be all I have heard. But it vanished alright. I met a woman once knew where it went. But she be long dead. She said it had na’ floated far. That folk could see it wi’out seeing it. That it were so close that it were impossible to see. She didna’ care to say more, for the Hekne Weave would come t’ sight when the time were right.”

“And – would that be a long time away?”

“Some while before Skråpånatta, so it were said. And the sisters would return. When the weave be woven.”

“And what did that mean?” Schweigaard said. “Or, what do you think it meant?”

She shook her head. “Hard to say. Happen they shall return. But not perhaps in a way folk might usually understand.”

He bid her farewell and stood outside the door looking at her large vegetable plot. She must have weeded it just before his arrival, for the soil was black and newly turned around the carrots, cabbages and potatoes. Through the window he saw her standing by the basin, washing the coffee cup he had used.

The treetops swayed gently in the breeze, and all that could be heard was the burbling of the brook further down. Schweigaard walked up to the rhubarb patch and had the strong feeling he was in the right place. Just as he could always feel someone’s presence in a house whether or not they were actually there.

They were at rest here. All around him. Down in the bumpy ground. Each beneath a little boulder, probably from the River Breia, placed at regular intervals between the flowers and long grasses. Here they were. The little ones that death had cut down in their very first step. All those who ought to have had breast milk and food and learned to crawl and eventually walk. This was where they would have been, Edgar and Jehans. Had Astrid not made the greatest sacrifice.

Fewer newborns died now, and far fewer mothers. Some years ago, a doctor named Sänger had found a way of performing Caesareans that was far safer for mothers, his discovery being that the womb had to be stitched with silver thread, a discovery that earned Sänger the Order of St Olav.

He took out his Bible and said: “I declare this a consecrated ground and a blessed resting place for the bodies of these sleeping children. May the Lord let his peace rest upon this place of the dead until the day of resurrection.”

*

Twelve days later Widow Framstad died, and now he was holding her funeral. For once, the church was completely full. Almost every adult in Butangen had come into the world in her hands, and many a husband had thanked her for conveying his wife safely back to him.

Kai Schweigaard could not say he was satisfied with his sermon. He never was these days. He felt that they all took on the shape of the new church. It might reach heavenwards, but its spire was short and blunt. Inside, it was too well lit, with no dark nooks or crannies, as though insisting he could illuminate everything in the human soul. Only the sound of the harmonium was unpredictable. He longed for the old stave church, for the deeper mysteries it concealed, for its resonance with other forces, for the smell of tar and a bygone time. The stave church had been so dark that it proclaimed how little of life was ever fully comprehensible. But the new church tried to shine light on everything, making the inadequacy of his services all too clear, and his words seem farcical as they echoed from the walls.

But things could not be reversed. He had ordered the demolition of the stave church himself, and now here he stood, listening to his own voice as it rang out from the new pulpit. The sharp light made each face instantly recognisable, and Schweigaard scanned the pews, looking for him. For Jehans. But, as usual, he was nowhere to be seen, not in the church nor anywhere else. He was probably up in the mountains hunting again.

Outside, the sight of the lowered coffin was enough. The smell of the damp earth as it slammed against the lid. Her words came back.

Ye too shall see the sign. Ye, in partic’lar, Pastor.

She had died precisely twelve days later, making it harder for him to dismiss the rest of what she had said.

Schweigaard bid farewell to each of the many funeral attendees, including Oddny Spangrud, who, from today, would be called simply the midwife. Then he was left to ruminate. He felt anxious that time was running out, a feeling that was out of place in a cemetery, the ultimate viewing point of eternity.

She said it had nae floated far. That folk could see it wi’out seeing it.

He walked over to an unmarked grave just above the church. He searched with the tip of his shoe, leaned down and pushed aside the long grass to reveal a fist-sized lump of quartz, white and glittery-black. It was to this place, in 1880, that they had transferred the coffins that lay beneath the floor of the old stave church. They had all been grey and half-rotten, some had split open so that skulls and bones could be seen between the planks.

But one had been completely different from the rest. Made of solid ore pine. More square in shape, without any distinct head or foot, and when it was shifted, there was no rattle of bones. Which was why he had marked this place with a quartz stone.

His old sense of unease was rekindled. And with it his strong urge for action. The urge that had driven him once to reform the local funeral customs, the paupers’ relief and the school in Butangen.

His walk of penance had surely gone on long enough.

This silent coffin. What if it did not contain a human being at all, but the weave of all weaves?

Could it be that it had never left the church? That someone had slyly – not unthinkable here in the village – put it in a coffin under the floor? So that it might still be within the church, and so continue to wield its power along with the other forces that lived and breathed in the stave church? Perhaps a piece of old, threadbare weave might, in some way, help him reach out to Jehans again?

Kai Schweigaard rushed back up and yelled out to Oldfrue Bressum that she must prepare a late supper for himself and Røhme, the churchwarden. No, not now, a late supper. At about seven. Yes, fish would be perfect! The trout I caught last night! He dashed up the stairs to the attic room and knocked.

“Y-yes?” answered the warden, and opened the door.

“Herr Røhme. Change into your work clothes. There’s something we must – must carry out.”

The other man nodded. Schweigaard explained what he had planned, but Røhme swallowed hard a few times and shook his head.

“Calm down,” Schweigaard said. “It’s a cemetery. Everyone’s used to the earth being dug up. What they’re less used to are coffins being dug up. And we’ll keep that part a secret. As best we can.”
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