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“All that ye sow in earthly life ye shall reap in the hereafter. Therefore I say: Go, ye! Come, ye!”


INSCRIPTION IN RINGEBU STAVE CHURCH, REMOVED 1600


“Nothing disappears.”


ASTRID HEKNE












A Tale Rediscovered


Stigma Diabolicum










A Winter Lamb



HE COULD NOT UNDERSTAND HOW SHE COULD HAVE nurtured it out here in the snow. Much less who, or what, she had mated with.


The year was 1613, the place, the mountains above Butangen, the man, Eirik Hekne. He had come on his skis that morning to lay grouse snares, travelling between the twisted birch trees and scattered spruces along the treeline.


A raven took off before him.


A raven, surely it had to be? Blinded by the light, all Eirik could see was the flap of black wings and a string of entrails dangling from a beak. So sharp was the sun that the snow looked pale blue. The bird vanished over the mountains and Eirik trudged on.


In his path lay a dead sheep, its wool so torn and frozen it was one with the windblown snow. Her eyeballs were gouged out, and the bird prints around her head indicated how the raven had feasted upon her. From her eye sockets came a wisp of steam. She must have died that morning.


It happened sometimes that sheep lost their way, wandered around until the snow settled and were taken by a wolverine, mostly sooner rather than later.


But this was later. Much later. It was February, for pity’s sake.


He turned to look around the snow-covered slopes. So different from the landscape he knew in the summer and autumn, where sheep and cows grazed, and trout and char filled his nets. This was another world. Blinding and deceptive. Anything small was gone, anything big was bigger. Rocks and streams, thickets and landmarks were hidden beneath snow that was high or deep, all according to the creature you were. The mountains stood white against a blue sky and lied about their distance: Come here, mortal, you shan’t freeze to death on the way.


Behind him the dead sheep bleated.


Eirik stopped still, then turned slowly. The ewe threw back her head, scattering droplets of blood over the snow. She seemed to be trying to kick, but her legs were frozen fast. She looked at him with empty eye sockets, uncertain, perhaps, if he was raven or human. What difference would it make anyhow?


That it will soon be over for you. That’s the difference.


He got out his knife to free her from life. Dug his hands in between the frozen wool and her ribs to find her heart. Eirik Hekne always felt distaste at killing in cold blood, but death was undeniably whole. Where life was a half or quarter present, it might be made whole again, but not when it was so close to nothing, as it was here.


Then he felt another kind of movement in her. Something seemed to come loose from behind her, a little creature came up in a rush of snow, and the animal that looked up at him now looked at him through two good eyes. Curious and quick.


A lamb. A skinny lamb with big ears.


Eirik pulled it out. In that moment he thought that the shine of its wool was an optical illusion, but later he and his daughters would conclude that its topcoat was as shiny and glittery as it had first seemed. As long as a goat’s beard, it gleamed like silver, the undercoat soft as a hare’s fur. The lamb kicked and seemed healthy.


The lamb must have come into the world as winter lambs do. Its mother had probably been one of the year’s younger ewes that were described as “springtime empty” and reckoned to be “debt-ewes”. Put out to graze with the rest of the herd, she had come into heat later that summer. A ram had doubtless caught her scent and come to her, perhaps from as far away as a farm on the other side of the mountain.


These things happened.


Not often. But more often than not.


So, the lamb had come into the world in late autumn, a sad season in which to be small and newborn, when the rain was cold and the wind raged, as if the mountain itself gave forth a warning: Leave me, go down to the village, I shall soon be another.


Eirik changed his mind. He put his knife in its sheath, dug the ewe free and tried to squeeze some milk from her teats, but whatever milk she must have had, she had already given.


He stood up with the lamb in his arms. Looking around and over at the spruce tree nearby, he could see how they had survived. The bark was peeled off and the lowest twigs had been eaten to the height a sheep can reach when it stands on two legs. Round its trunk was a black wreath of trodden-down dung. The ewe and her lamb had stood under these spruce trees, with the snow falling around them. And when everything was eaten, they had gone on to the next tree. But this being the young mother’s first winter, she had not yet learned the ways of snow – it is in no hurry like the rain, but settles in ever higher layers – so that the two sank deeper each time they ventured further. After the last heavy snowfall, hunger must have forced them out into the white snowdrifts again, but by then they were too malnourished and the snow was too deep. Unable to reach the next tree, they got stuck, and the single and last thing she could do was to protect the creature she had birthed.


Eirik Hekne had seen, over several long days, what could be demanded of a woman to bring children into the world, and his wife’s prolonged torment as she died in childbirth had instilled something contrary in him: a promptness in decisions, total trust in the worth of a first impulse – swiftness of action that might end in disaster or be richly rewarded. It was a characteristic that would run through future generations of the Hekne family, and which the villagers called “the Hekne Way”. They made a decision, and that was that, whether it led them into a dungeon or up onto a throne.


And so it was today. He saw what the lamb was destined for, and in that same instant he saw his twin daughters. He tucked the lamb inside his coat, gripped the ewe by her legs and heaved her onto his shoulders, emaciated but caked with so much snow that she was as big as a small bear.


He pushed steadily on through the snow to the Hekne seter, the upland farm where there was a cabin in which he could spend the night. Clumps of snow melted in the warmth under his clothes, and the water ran down over his front. It was as though the lamb was growing smaller and smaller, and when all the snow was gone it felt like a bag of bones against his chest, while the ewe on his shoulders was the same heavy clump of ice.


In those days the family did not use their seter exclusively in the summer for its rich pastures, but wintered the cows there too. This was because the path down to their farm was so long and arduous, leading through narrow passes where loose rocks tumbled down with each step, through treacherous fords, before finally crossing a rickety footbridge high over the Breia, the river that ran down from the mountain to the village. That was simply how the terrain was, and the terrain could not be controlled. So, instead of transporting load upon load of mountain moss and marsh grass down to the Hekne farm for winter fodder, they stored it in large barns up on the seter, where they housed the cows until well after the frost set in. Only when all the fodder had been eaten sometime after Christmas were the herd driven through the snow, across the now frozen marshes and rivers, and down to the village.


Eirik had recently had a new cabin built on the seter. It was handsome and spacious, as money was plentiful at Hekne now. His twin daughters, Halfrid and Gunhild, who were conjoined at the hip and whom the villagers simply called the Hekne sisters, had recently finished their apprenticeship in Dovre, and were now among the finest weavers in Gudbrandsdalen. In exchange for a weave depicting the Three Kings, Eirik had been given some fine, block-cut soapstone. He had built a fireplace at the seter with it, and the soft, buff-coloured stone emitted an even warmth all the night through.


Eirik laid the ewe and her lamb in front of the hearth and fed them with hay and cow’s milk. The lumps of snow in the sheep’s fleece melted and ran into pools on the dirt floor. And still he wondered over the silver-coloured lamb. It was impossible to tell what type of ram this ewe had met. Not a ram from Butangen, at least.


If it was a ram at all.


He sat there into the evening until the pitch pine burned out. The ewe had no need of her eyes to do what she must, and the last thing Eirik saw as he fell asleep was her licking and tending her scrawny little lamb.


When he awoke the lamb was standing and nudging its mother. She was dead, and this big farmer felt tears in his eyes. Perhaps the ewe had sensed what was happening. Thought as mortally ill mothers often do when they know that others will care for their child: You are safe, you shall live, I can die.


An idea flashed into his mind, engendered by an idea he had had once long ago. When Astrid had died in childbirth, he had cut three lengths of her hair, without thought of what they might be used for. Now he carried the ewe outside, clipped off her fleece and gathered it into a sack. Then he laid her body on the edge of the seter, and the raven took what the raven was due.


Eirik Hekne brushed the snow from the slaughter stone in the field. Sat down and thought. Then he crossed the marshes and the footbridge over the Breia with what would prove to be the most valuable burden the mountain had ever given him.


Down on the farm he gave the lamb to his daughters and said, What we mun thank for this lamb’s survival, as wi’ yer life and survival, is the strength o’ a mother.


*


From this lamb’s wool the Hekne Weave was woven. The weave that would be the sisters’ life’s work. They set up a separate upright loom for its creation and did not finish it until the day they died. It was made in accordance with the old Norse traditions, with mysterious figures of beasts and human beings and shapeshifters. The sisters wove some motifs with the blind ewe’s wool, others with the lamb’s topcoat that glinted like silver thread. And – so it was said – one depicted Astrid Hekne’s sacrifice, and into this they wove some of their mother’s hair.


The hand-reared lamb grew into a long-haired ram with curly horns. He liked to reach up and eat the leaves of the rowan and willow, and would stand with his front hooves on their trunks, and the sisters called him Leaf Drifter. Like the other breeds of sheep reared here in Butangen for generations, Leaf Drifter had a two-layered fleece, and stayed outside all the year round. The rain ran off his topcoat, while his undercoat kept him warm. He followed the seasons and moulted when the new leaves sprang. Then the sisters took him on their laps and tugged off his wool, and while they sorted the fine, gleaming topcoat, Leaf Drifter leaped happily about, naked and free of his winter coat.


In the summer he accompanied the sisters on their regular trips down from Hekne to the tar-smelling stave church, as they humped along in waltz-like rhythm and sat in the sun with their backs against the cemetery wall, embroidering or sewing, looking out over the unconsecrated graves of those who had either ended their own lives or been executed. It was here that Halfrid had scattered thistle seeds in remembrance of her bygone love, the Scottish soldier who had had to leave her because she and her sister could never be separated. There weren’t many who knew anything of this. Most just saw the ram grazing among the unmarked graves, and many imagined that its fleece absorbed the wisdom unique to those in purgatory, who, finding no rest in unconsecrated ground, spent so much time thinking.


*


A man stood within the cemetery walls. His name was Sigvard C. Krafft, and he had been Butangen’s pastor since 1591. He had, in his time, buried the Hekne sisters’ mother and baptised her daughters in a ceremony the villagers would never forget. Village gossip had raged since their birth. There was much whispering in corners; some said the girls’ mother must have succumbed to witchcraft since she had met such a terrible end.


Pastor Krafft had a hard job tempering the village’s unrest. He had seen the twin girls soon after their birth and had pinched the thick fold of skin that joined them. It appeared to be numb.


Witchcraft was the usual charge when babies were sickly or deformed. Folk often said they had been switched with the children of underground spirits, and their own human offspring were alive elsewhere. This explanation eased these parents’ pain, as it meant the dribbling, ogle-eyed infant on the floor was not theirs, and did not need the same care, or maybe none. It still happened that newborns vanished without ever being entered in the church register. They were left in the forest, where their cries lured the fox and the wolf, but if the animals were occupied elsewhere, the night frost needed no cries to find its way to a naked babe.


His fellow priests, most of whom followed Martin Luther’s teachings to the letter, did not oppose this custom. After all, Luther had said in his Tischreden that changelings and monstrous creatures were put in the cradles of rightful babes by Satan as a torment to the people.


Krafft accepted the commonly held Lutheran belief that a decisive battle was being fought, right now, between God and Satan. A war in which humankind found itself confused on the battlefield and was easily led therefore by Evil. But being so close to his congregation, he was ashamed of the priests and officials who waged this war with an unerring brutishness that seemed more allied with the Devil himself.


As a student in Copenhagen, Krafft had been fascinated by the works of Aristotle. Now, as a priest, he felt increasingly alone as he watched the Church adopt more and more extreme and rigid opinions. Any unusual event was now considered an act of God or Satan, and as such demanded interpretation. If a newborn had six fingers or a crooked back, this might be passed off as God’s chastisement for irregular behaviour or loose morals. But the Bishop – who was several days’ journey away in Oslo – was likely to view the birth in Butangen in a far more dramatic light. Scholars might well be tempted to come and investigate these two baby girls, and even transport them to Copenhagen where their existence could be interpreted by the Church’s wisest clergymen.


Without a doubt, these scholars would declare that greater powers – if not the Devil himself – had sent nothing short of a monstrum to Earth.


This was a word used only in the rarest and most alarming cases. Monstrum did not just denote a horrifying creature. Those who read Latin knew it meant “a divine warning”. In Copenhagen the young Krafft had discovered that, for more than a century, pamphlets had been circulating on how the birth of a deformed child should be interpreted. Conjoined twins were, according to church scholars, the darkest of all warnings, for they heralded doomsday and the Apocalypse.


The very next day after their birth, Pastor Krafft made his choice. He took Jesus’ side in what he knew would be a battle against rumour-mongering and authority. The birth of the sisters was, he concluded, not some dreadful omen. On the contrary. Astrid’s daughters were among Our Lord’s rarest gifts. He let nobody beyond the secluded village know about the sisters, and he baptised them in all haste to give them God’s protection. The church was filled to the rafters, and after pronouncing their names Halfrid and Gunhild Hekne, Krafft turned to his congregation and said:


“The Good Lord hath chosen to fuse these babes together as one. We humans are too lowly to grasp all His purposes. But Holy Scripture commands that no man shall put asunder what God hath joined. Therefore, let them walk in friendship among us, as two sisters. Two ordinary sisters.”


*


The Hekne sisters grew up. Always curtsied in unison and looked folk in the eyes. They found it hard to get around in the winter, but their father made a wide sledge so they could play with the other bairns, speeding down the slopes and across the ice on Lake Løsnes. From the age of twelve they showed signs of being tall and fair-faced, at fifteen they were half a head taller than girls of the same age, and being two and very alike, they made a dazzling impression. Their hair was always set up in beautiful, elaborate plaits, and any man could confirm that, were it not for their deformity, the sisters might have attracted suitors from the grandest farms.


But there were no proposals of marriage. It was unthinkable for two girls who had to walk sideways through doors, and to whom a question could never be asked of just one on her own. They were always a plural and a half of a whole, and they could also share sensations and predict the opinions or thoughts of the other, so that their quarrels were desperate and exhausting, because no escape was possible. Halfrid generally started their sentences and Gunhild finished them. If they disagreed, they talked over each other, and it sounded as if they were both contradicting themselves and trying to persuade themselves, making it impossible to know what they really thought. They were often forced to come to an abrupt truce, sealed with a rhyme that summed up the immutability of life: Thus ’twas, thus ’tis, and thus it shalt be. The order in which they said these words was unchanging, with Halfrid saying thus ’twas, and Gunhild saying thus ’tis, before they said the rest in unison.


Their artistry grew finer with each weave they wove. They plucked the patterns out of the threads with their fingers, each motif, each figure, in a unique, uneven rhythm. Leaf Drifter’s shining wool was carded and spun. They collected plants to make dyes, among them heather, witch hazel and devil’s-bit scabious. The bark of the mountain willow created a yellow as strong as the sunrise, and in the kitchen garden at Hekne they planted rose madder and woad; the first offered a red as vivid as human blood, the second a blue like a summer sky. The yarns were so beautiful that simple-minded farm folk used the word magic when describing the dyes. The sisters would never impart their methods, and some folk grew envious and said there was something occult about the week-long process in which plants were fermented and dried. Nobody knew that the sisters were simply shy because they had to soak the wode leaves in their own urine to extract the exquisite blue dye known as pot-blue.


Eirik Hekne rarely let strangers into the farmhouse. His greatest fear was that Church scholars might get wind of his daughters’ condition, or that the two of them might be kidnapped, for it was said that certain royal households had collections of human freaks.


Which was why he was suspicious when a man in unusual apparel turned up at Hekne, leaving a leather pouch with a red wax seal around the drawstrings. The purse was meant for the sisters, but nobody dared give it to them for fear its contents were bewitched. Eirik set off on horseback and caught up with the stranger at the end of the Løsnes Marshes. The man was a pedlar from the Møre coast and the pouch had been handed to him by a Scottish merchant some months earlier. He had no other message or explanation except that he had been paid handsomely to make the detour to Butangen, and that he was an honest man.


The pouch contained gifts from the Scottish lad with whom Halfrid had fallen in love in Dovre. Eirik remembered with horror the time when the sisters tried to hack themselves free from each other, so that Halfrid might accompany this boy, and he also recalled Pastor Krafft’s words: What God has joined . . .


But he gave his daughters the leather pouch, and from that day on they each wore a silver ring. Gunhild’s ring was chased with a motif that posterity would recognise as Celtic. Halfrid’s was wider and bore a pattern that only she understood.


*


The notion that silver could heal wounds, both visible and invisible, was not unknown to Sigvard Krafft. As a pastor he encountered a myriad unbridled cultural mores, for Butangen was not governed by Christianity alone, but also by what remained of the ancient Norse faith and countless weird creatures, benign and malevolent. Folk had absolute belief in these, they had done so since they were small, for a child’s mind was a white canvas, and whatever the grown-ups painted there, remained. Some of these superstitions could, Kraft had to admit, be useful. His wife often told their bairns of the fearsome kvernknurr who hid in the millstream, the monster whose terrible groans they could hear, for it was impossible to mind them the whole time, and this story kept them from danger.


So, the villagers were allowed to continue with their fancies. They gave life a certain framework. Difficulties had named sources, making it possible to identify a remedy, whether that was to draw a cross over the buttermilk or slather butter on the log walls of the farm stabbur – where a family would store vital grain and food supplies – to hasten the arrival of spring. Krafft had also learned to be sparing with notions of sin, for when he was too rigid, it led to a sense of guilt and apathy that trapped the villagers in a world they did not understand, and even less control.


Krafft had tried, with gentleness and guile, to row the Lord’s boat across the murky waters of faith. For a long time life in Butangen was largely gentle and forgiving, until 1617 when he received a scroll with the king’s seal. It was one of the land’s first printed laws. When he unrolled it, he found it was entitled Forording om Troldfolk. It was an ordinance on witches and their accomplices. Having read this new law, Pastor Krafft slumped down on a bench.


From now on he and all Norway’s officials were to follow a new directive: they must pursue witches with full force. If a person communed with the Devil, they must face death. Execution without mercy. The following month, Krafft received a new directive. The population’s lust for ornamentation must be stamped out. Any unnecessary expenditure on weddings and funerals must cease. Away with precious stones and pearls.


And . . . silver adornments.


Krafft could guess why these laws were being instituted now. The centenary of Martin Luther’s Theses was being celebrated in the cities, and in Copenhagen the king wanted to distinguish himself as a true Protestant.


Witchcraft had undoubtedly been feared since time immemorial, but now Krafft felt that whole communities were being poisoned by this obsession with so-called accomplices of the Devil. These extensive new powers were popular among his colleagues, who enforced them with whips and iron and fire. In 1618, three girls in the nearby village of Fron were burned alive. Two families had their farms seized and were exiled. They were said to have visited a local wisewoman to get help for their sick children. The following year, Fron’s pastor testified against two more girls and had them sent to the stake.


Krafft knew how hard it was to act with reason when disease struck. He and his wife had lost two little ones to illness. But he was even more helpless in this new battle. The craziest ideas were now valid suspicions, and their expression was increasingly vicious. Safer to find some prohibition and cling to it, then you could discredit anyone who did not follow suit. Gossip had always been a problem in the village; now it was doubly dangerous and difficult for him to extinguish. A finger was always pointed at somebody for any mishap or sickness these days. Another villager must have cast a spell on the barn when the cows escaped, or used witchcraft when a young wife was childless, and there were constant rumours that some person or other had taken scrapings from the walls of the stave church to use in a pact with the Devil.


The new law also kindled another flame: envy. In 1619 Krafft got wind of some very dark rumours. Like a man who prepares his farm before a storm, he made three trips to nearby villages. Concealing his identity as a pastor, he chatted with both humble and lofty folk, sat near noisy tables in taverns and inns and listened. And as he turned back home, he knew who in Butangen would be envy’s first target: two deformed weavers, whose skills surpassed understanding.










The Will of the Yarn



They came the next year.


One stuffy day. Before Pentecost.


Over the pastor’s cottage loomed a sky that could not make up its mind. Heavy clouds pressed the air down in the valley so that the womenfolk had headaches and menfolk were cranky.


A fire crackled in the fireplace in the centre of this large, low-ceilinged room, the smoke rising lazily up through the hole in the roof. The Breia roared outside with the rushing water of the spring melt. This familiar yet exaggerated sound outside gave Pastor Krafft the feeling that his hearing and other senses were heightened.


It was then that Pastor Krafft spied a large group of men on horseback on the other side of Lake Løsnes, distorted through his tiny, buckled windowpane.


He stepped outside.


Even from a distance their clothes pronounced them men of rank. Humble folk wore clothes of undyed wool that blended into the landscape, but two of the horsemen wore long, dark suits, and were followed by well-dressed soldiers.


Soon they were standing on the grass forecourt of the pastor’s cottage, surrounded by strong horses in harnesses from foreign saddleries. The soldiers’ scabbards held long swords and battle axes. Krafft recognised the two men in black. One was Bailiff Nielssøn, the chief law enforcer in Gudbrandsdal, appointed the previous year, after his predecessor was beaten senseless while collecting taxes in Brekkom. The other, a man with a sinewy long neck, was Pastor Mortensen from the village of Fron.


They were dressed much like Krafft himself, both wearing the official garb of the day of long black coats, with a neat row of buttons from top to bottom. But where Krafft still wore a plain ruff, these men wore the flat linen collars trimmed with delicate lace that were the latest court fashion in Copenhagen. They were clearly here on an errand of modern times. And the similarity of the Fron pastor’s outfit to the bailiff’s was as troubling as his reputation as a witch hunter.


Pastor Krafft’s farmhands walked towards them with hay and water. Being rather portly, the bailiff had to be helped from his horse. To anyone who did not know better, he seemed timid and harmless. With small eyes and a small mouth, his facial expressions never changed, irrespective of what he said or heard.


Pastor Krafft sent the farmhands away.


“Our errand concerns accusations against two sisters from Hokne Farmstead,” said the bailiff.


“Hekne – it’s Hekne,” Krafft said.


“Hekne, hmm. But first, might Pastor Krafft explain why he did not, as obliged by law, investigate these obviously depraved women?”


Skirting the question, Krafft asked why he and the pastor had turned up with no warning.


“My gaze is upon you too, Herr Pastor,” Pastor Mortensen said. “You are to be reported to the bishop for neglect of your duty.”


“Which duty? I have many.”


“Your duty to observe, to investigate and to pursue. You, sir, are obliged to root out all forms of witchcraft. And to keep the bailiff notified of your actions. The creatures we are come to investigate put the larger flock in peril. There are innumerable stories circulating about them. Or about it.”


Krafft replied that he had indeed undertaken a thorough investigation, but having found nothing evil about the sisters, he had seen no need to report on the matter.


“Aha!” said the bailiff. “So you do admit to possessing information. Oughtn’t you to have handed that over to me? It is conceivable that these sisters exercise a witchcraft so strong that you yourself have fallen under its power. That is why I have with me our most learned Pastor Mortensen from the village of Fron. A man who has seen the Devil in the eyes of five women.”


“What are the accusations brought against the sisters?” Krafft asked.


“That will be yours to know when the time is right. The accused – are their names Gjertrud and Henrikke?”


“Halfrid and Gunhild. I shall bring you to them.”


“Nobody accompanies my men,” the bailiff said, waving over four stout aides.


Pastor Mortensen stood with his hands at his side and gazed around. Krafft looked skywards. The clouds were darkening. They know where to find Hekne, he thought to himself. Despite never having been there. These accusations must have been spread by locals.


“The hearing will take place here, in the pastor’s residence,” said the bailiff. “It must be unpolluted. Sacred. Put more logs on,” he said, pointing at the hearth in the centre of the room, “and light some pitch pine torches so we may see clearly. I shall decide afterwards whether this case should be brought before the magistrate.”


“Prepare the equipment,” the bailiff shouted to his men.


Two soldiers lifted a stretcher down from a packhorse, and a large, heavy crate.


“What is that?” Krafft said.


“Lead,” said the bailiff. “Four plates of lead.”


One of the men took Pastor Krafft by the arm and led him inside. The man exuded a particularly bad odour. Three other men disappeared up to Hekne.


Not long afterwards, screams could be heard outside. Later Krafft would learn that Eirik Hekne had not been in the farmhouse when the men arrived. The sisters had been at their loom as usual when the three men barged in. They went straight to where the girls were. The men spoke in a strange dialect, and blindfolded the girls and bound their wrists. It was essential their eyes be covered lest they bewitch the men with their gaze. Dragged out screaming, they writhed against the ropes like serpents. The farmfolk were threatened with axes and shown a document bearing a red wax seal, and the two sisters were flung over the packhorse like chattels seized in lieu of a debt.


They were carried into the pastor’s cottage, where Bailiff Nielssøn and Pastor Mortensen were seated on a bench behind the long table. The guards could barely get through the door, as they held the sisters high off the ground, for fear they might send spells through the earth to soften the hearts of their interrogators.


Pastor Krafft was put in a corner with the malodorous man as guard. The lead plates had been laid out on the dirt floor, and all around them Pastor Mortensen had drawn crosses in powdered chalk. The girls were placed on the lead plates and their blindfolds removed. Their captors took a hasty step back.


Mortensen leaned forward.


“Is this – this thing – of this world?” he said.


“I thought at first it was an enormous beast squeezed into clothes,” said the bailiff.


Mortensen shook his head.


“There can be no doubt at all,” he said. “This is Satan’s work. And this you have baptised in the name of Our Father, Pastor Krafft, sir?”


“Remove their apron,” the bailiff said.


The girls were so terrified they couldn’t speak. When their apron was torn off, it was revealed that they each had a separate undertunic. Gunhild’s was red and Halfrid’s green, both exquisitely embroidered. Then the pastor observed that – no – these tunics were in fact one, with a single waistband, laced high above both their hips. Off with this tunic!


One of the men cut through the laces with a knife and began to pull the garment down, while another yanked at the girls’ shoulders, as though trying to part two logs that had not been properly split. The sisters screamed, and Pastor Krafft yelled that this was enough. Only in a court trial could suspects be stripped naked, and surely this was merely a hearing, an investigation?


Everybody stopped. The sisters sobbed and crumpled on the lead plates. The men gripped them by their armpits to pull them up again, while they struggled to hold their tunics and stop them slipping down.


Once again, Krafft interrupted, saying it could not possibly be an offence to be born conjoined.


“Perhaps not,” said Mortensen. “But this is a monstrum.”


“You shall call them no such thing,” Krafft said.


“Are you not versed, sir?” Mortensen said. “A monstrum is precisely what they are. An omen. The only question is of what. Whether it is God’s punishment or the End Times.”


“The laws about witches did not exist when these two were born,” Krafft replied.


“Correct,” said Pastor Mortensen. “In this, our investigation pertains to you, Pastor Krafft. It is now clear to us that you, as any good Lutheran, should have let this creature be seen by scholars immediately after its birth. So it might be ascertained what its arrival here on Earth meant. Now, it is sadly too late. The Devil has got a hold of them, and the omen is rendered unclear.”


“You, Pastor Mortensen, sir, are confusing your disciplines!” Krafft said. “The notion that a deformed person is an omen may be extant in the Christian faith. But the two of you are come as representatives of the law. So, Herr Bailiff, I must ask you now to lay out your charge!”


The bailiff slammed his fist into the table and demanded silence. The flames rose high from the logs in the hearth.


“Listen here, there are two charges,” he said. “One against you, Pastor Krafft, and the other against these sisters. But yes, this is a preliminary hearing. An interrogation. The creature may keep its tunic on.”


The sisters gazed over in desperation at Krafft. He nodded towards them.


“Tell us,” the bailiff continued, “you are – Gunhild and Halfrid Hekne. Correct?”


Gunhild mumbled something. Halfrid trembled.


“You are weavers, is that correct?”


Both trembled. They did not answer.


“You are weavers?”


“Aye, sir,” Gunhild muttered. “Weavers both.”


The bailiff laid out his case.


Two years ago, a man who ran a guesthouse near Fåvang church had accepted a pillow as payment from a guest unable to pay his bill. The pillow’s cover was woven by the Hekne sisters. A traveller had slept on the pillow one night and complained next morning of a headache and stomach pains. The same happened to the next two guests, both of whom refused to pay. A fourth guest vomited during supper, and in the following week two more were robbed of their money. Whereupon the lodge-keeper placed the pillow on the cemetery wall and burned it. From then on, all his visitors were hale and hearty and satisfied.


A further allegation had come from the Heidal municipality. The sisters had been commissioned to weave a bedspread depicting the five wise and five foolish virgins. In the centre of the weave was a narrow band filled with cunning symbols that looked like farm emblems, but none of which matched any emblems in the village. The bedspread had been given as a wedding gift to a farmer and his young, healthy bride. Years passed, but she bore no children. Eventually, neighbours testified that the man who had given the couple the bedspread had been besotted with the woman. He had asked for her hand, but been spurned. In revenge he had ordered a bedspread with spells that made her barren. When the couple learned of this, they removed the bedspread from their farmhouse, and the woman immediately fell pregnant. This was doubly sinful, for the weave showed events from the holy scriptures, at the same time as being imbued with witchcraft and spells.


The bailiff offered yet more testimonies.


A family with scant experience of raising cattle, who had recently moved to the village, had ordered a weave that depicted a bull. Pretty soon they were breeding fine cows that produced large quantities of milk, while their neighbour’s herd, which had always been one of the finest, wandered astray while they were out grazing.


Another case hailed from the municipality of Gausdal. It was here that one of the first weaves by the Hekne sisters could be found. Made for a cradle, it showed three virgins with jet black hair. The woman who had bought it gave birth to one, then two, then three fine daughters all with dark tresses, despite her and her husband having flaxen hair. Meanwhile, her older sister, who possessed no such coverlet, bore just one squint-eyed son.


The bailiff had received reports of weaves ordered in secrecy and bought for much greater prices than normal, or for vast quantities of silver or livestock. These were the prices the sisters demanded to imbue their weaves with spells. He had heard that the Hekne farm now owned several fine herds and a chest full of silver. And – had the sisters not begun work on a large weave that nobody was allowed to see?


The bailiff paused. Then he presented what was his final allegation, but also the most devastating, and now Pastor Krafft knew for certain that the informants were from Butangen.


The sisters were, it was said, keen to spin yarn on the summer and winter solstice, two days of the year when it was forbidden to work any device that turned. The girls had flouted this rule, and thus allowed evil powers to enter their yarn. But worse still, the bailiff said, the sisters were protected by a strange creature with large, crooked horns, one that was neither sheep nor goat. And was it true that Pastor Krafft allowed it to graze among the unconsecrated graves? Did nobody realise that this might be the Cloven-Hoofed Beast himself? And where, he demanded, was this creature now?


The sisters’ reaction was disastrous to their cause. They talked at and over each other, in a battle of incomprehensible words. They could easily be taken for speaking in tongues, and with every clumsy word uttered, Krafft noticed a faint smile grow in the corner of the bailiff’s mouth.


“We are not unkind,” the bailiff said. “Hark, my unhappy children. We believe there are human souls within you. You must wrest yourselves free from the abominable powers that have possessed you. Suffering will help in your liberation.”


Pastor Mortensen interjected that the burden of proof was on the accused. The twin sisters must prove their innocence. And any confessions could not be retracted, for when the Devil had time to reflect, he always found something crafty to muddy the truth.


“Confess now,” said the bailiff, “and you will be saved from later humiliation. You will avoid being disrobed during your trial, and—”


Pastor Krafft interrupted. “If they confess, the stake awaits! You want to burn these girls alive – for nursing an orphaned lamb!”


The sisters said nothing. They were well aware of the punishment that might await them and could not be more frightened than they were.


Pastor Mortensen described how he had exposed the five witches in Fron, and how they had been “helped over” on the purifying pyre, and the bailiff said that the same procedure would be followed now. There would be a speedy trial if the girls did not confess; until then they would be held under arrest. The sisters would be stripped naked during the hearing and shaved from top to toe, to see if the Devil’s mark was hidden under any hair growth. With blindfolds over their eyes, they would be pricked with needles to determine whether areas of their body lacked sensation. In particular, he added, they were interested in the mass that connected their bodies. This would be subjected to especially precise tests with needles and knives. If they did not react with pain, that would be proof that the body bore a stigma diabolicum, the mark of the Devil. If nothing was found, there would still be the water test. They would be thrown from a boat to see if they floated or sank. Preferably here on Lake Løsnes, so that the whole village might see. If they floated, they were guilty.


All this they could avoid if they confessed.


The girls stood quaking on the lead plates. Then they suddenly grew calm, and Krafft was alarmed at the firmness of their words. It was as if an external authority had come to their rescue.


“It would be an untruth if we said we be evil,” said Gunhild. “And if we utter untruths, we shall never enter the Kingdom o’ Heaven. Thus ’tis better we speak true and that ye torment us. Lies will at least not pass our lips.”


Pastor Krafft demanded a break in the hearing.


Pastor Mortensen refused. “You have been blinded, Krafft. Can you not see that this grotesque creature is captured by the Devil? It was sent to us here as a monstrum, but captured by the Devil.”


“We could have done much more for the Devil were we divided int’ two and nay trussed t’gether,” Gunhild said.


Pastor Mortensen got up and shouted: “Do not mock!”


“No, wait!” the bailiff said. “Hark these words! The thought of conferring with the Devil is not unfamiliar to them!”


The pastor agreed. The girls must have known, he said, from an early age that they would never be married. They would therefore experience strong, unsated desires, and these would draw the Devil to them for gratification. Such desires were to be found in all womenfolk, but married women were not such easy targets for Satan, because their children gave them an outlet for their carnal inclinations.


“We were simply born thus,” Gunhild said, and together with her sister she chanted, “Thus ’twas, thus ’tis, and thus it shalt be. The Lord Our God, she did want us jus’ as we be.”


The room fell silent.


“She? God as female? You’re making a mockery again.”


“That’s how they say it up here, it’s their dialect,” Pastor Krafft said.


The accusers now gave a worryingly calm statement in which diabolism, maleficium and casting spells were all mentioned. And, while he remembered, what of the silver rings they wore? These rings with their strange, occult patterns? The 1617 directive stipulated that all unnecessary jewellery was forbidden. What power did these patterns possess? Had they been given to them by the Devil himself? Gunhild sobbed that they were very ordinary rings, but that they held them dear.


Pastor Mortensen shook his head and said the rings must be cut off with pliers and thrown into the sea. The bailiff continued to interrogate them about maleficium and the use of spells.


Halfrid managed to steady herself.


“It be true, Herr Bailiff, that folks come to our farm and ask if we might put certain powers in our weaves. To weave sommat that may make sommat happen. But our father, he be an honourable man in business. And whenever folks ask such terrible things of us, he shews them the door and tells them never to come back.”


The bailiff revealed now that he had in fact tracked down one of their creations. It showed a half-naked woman being disrobed by spiders. Was this not a glorification of the harlot? Of beasts that crawl. A mockery of God’s word?


“ ’Tis nay disrobed but enrobed she be by the spider,” Halfrid said. “Spiders be called vevkjerringa here in t’ valley – the old wives of the weave. We wanted to say how ’tis women’s work, dainty work, like that of the spiders, which clothes us and keeps us warm. We weave as it comes t’us. We have woven many a story from the Good Book, and then we follow the old patterns. There be a large pious weave hangs in t’ church up at Dovre. ’Twas a gift from us in gratitude for all we learned up there. We weave swiftly cos there be two of us and we hold our yarns wi’ four hands. Sometimes we weave what we have dreamed in t’ night. What we have both dreamed. And then it just takes shape as we work, as though the sheep’s wool wills it.”


“And this wool comes from this – this beast that follows you about?”


“ ’Tis a ram with a long topcoat,” Gunhild said. “We walks with him outside the cemetery wall, for the grass there be tall – and sweet.”


She could say no more, and once again Pastor Krafft demanded a pause in the hearing. But Pastor Mortensen was in a near frenzy now and started muttering: “We must go on! Without vacillation! They are on the brink of confessing! They said themselves that they were subject to other powers. That they weave what the wool wishes. The wool that comes from the very beast that roams with them. The beast to which we must send our men in all haste, to put a rope around its neck. What they have said here, for all to hear, is that they are in the power of this Beast! We must slay this crea—”


It was Halfrid who shook her fist and shouted.


“Never! Ye mustna’ slay Leaf Drifter. Better far ye slay us!”


The pastor grew yet more fervent.


“Behold! These sisters are in the service of the Beast. Hark how they are willing to die for him! A Devil’s pact! This is a Devil’s pact! A pact with this goat with twisted horns that devours the residue of murderers and criminals through the grass on this unconsecrated ground! This is so clear to see, Herr Pastor, that you must have been led very much astray. You, sir, have allowed the Beast to graze near your church!”


The bailiff raised his hand to interrupt.


“Do not think us inhuman. Let me repeat, we wish these children well. We are here because people in our villages walk in fear. Death at the stake will purify these young girls’ souls and save them from eternal torment in hell. The pain in the roaring flames shall not be their pain. It will be the Devil’s agonies the crowd beholds.”


There was a loud ruckus outside. Eirik Hekne burst in with a knife in his fist, so angry that the men guarding his daughters backed off. Two others rushed in, the tenant farmer from Norddølum and another from Flyen who had heard that Eirik Hekne needed help. Fierce hand-to-hand fighting ensued. More villagers burst in, and only when Krafft stepped between them was an all-out brawl averted, but, by then, Eirik had almost killed a man right in the middle of the parsonage, and pressed in a corner was gasping for breath.


Pastor Krafft got the bailiff to himself and led him outside.


“Perhaps, sir, you will let me speak now,” he said. “Without our being bombarded by the screams of the accused and their raging father. I know that you’ve paved the way in case I too am prey to sorcery, and thus part of the Devil’s game. I would have done the same. Now that you have made your preliminary enquiries with such admirable rectitude and intelligence, I ask you for time to lay out the facts I have gathered. I have, of course, been aware of the rumours circulating about these sisters. The reason I have never raised concerns is, as I tried to explain, that I have investigated each case most thoroughly.”


The bailiff brushed a speck from his sleeve and glared at him.


Pastor Krafft continued:


“Take the first story – the one concerning the pillow. Every complaint can be traced to a short period when the lodge-keeper served rotten food because he had nothing else to offer. Fearing for his reputation, he exonerated himself by saying that the pillow had been cursed. He then claimed that the pillow had been burned, and that it was, from then on, safe to spend the night at the lodge. But the pillow was never burned. He still has it. I myself have slept on it without falling ill, and the food I was served was excellent.


“As to the bedspread and the childless couple. It is true that the woman removed the bedspread for fear of witchcraft. But it was another two years before she finally gave birth to a child – a little boy. And when you compare the boy’s face with his father’s, well, the similarities are few. Naturally they need an explanation that shifts the blame, since these miserable folk are guilty of an immorality – the childless woman, the man who impregnated her, and the two other parties, who, while innocent, are also involved – her husband, and the child himself who believes this man to be his true father. Of course this can never come out, first because of the shame, but also because of the exorbitant fines for adultery. If you’re still bent on pursuing this case, Herr Bailiff, remember you can’t cite a child’s features as evidence of adultery.


“Moving on, we have the claim about the herds of cows. Is it true that the weaves can bring about an unfair advantage, and that the girls can therefore be accused of signeri? Perhaps. But almost every farm in Butangen has secured itself a weave made by the sisters’ hands. The designs that show ears of corn are said to bring good harvests, those that show cows or horses are said to promote plenty of milk or strong draught animals. The truth is that they are all a homage to the well-kept farm. An inspiration to work. The weaves themselves cannot improve the crops, though many believe it. I can vouch that the crops here have always been good, in this God-blessed village, irrespective of whether a weave hangs in the living room or not. Butangen is south-facing and gets plenty of sun and rarely suffers ruinous floods. Which is also a cause of envy in these parts. But more importantly, Herr Bailiff, all of the cases that you have so dutifully and meticulously gathered have something in common. Not one of the supposed victims will stand in court against the sisters. It is others around them who keep these stories alive. I made enquiries and I found that these rumours are stoked by five or six people who frequent the taverns. I have made a list of their names. And they are all alike in one thing: they are themselves weavers! Some are skilled, but two are barely mediocre. It’s not difficult to draw a conclusion, Herr Bailiff. It would be good for business if nobody dared to buy a weave from the two finest and fastest weavers in the valley.”


The bailiff stared at him with cold eyes. He asked Krafft about the ram grazing upon unconsecrated graves, and received the reply that orphan lambs often lived their whole lives with those who had nursed them, that it was a common enough ram, and that unconsecrated graves were unconsecrated precisely so that animals and others could walk over them heedlessly.


“What we have before us, Herr Bailiff, are two of God’s creatures that He now and then finds reason to create and join together inseparably. It is not ours to ask why. They are denied love during their earthly life, but shall receive it in death, for they shall be loosed from each other when they reach the Kingdom of Heaven. I don’t doubt the despair of childless couples or farmers whose cows go missing from their pastures, for without explanations we grope in thin air, and life seems untenable. Nevertheless, I do believe, sir, that we cannot, nor should not, annihilate everything that seems strange to us. Let us keep to what God has made for our eyes.”


The bailiff gazed at him in silence. It was impossible to tell whether these illuminations had made any impression on him.


“We shall see,” he said. “Whatever the case, Pastor Krafft, you ought to have notified the bishop about this monstrum’s arrival on Earth. That fact cannot be ignored.”


*


The battle was not over. The bishop was furious and tried to banish Krafft to a parish in Nordland, and disputes over his office followed him for the rest of his life. He never found out who in Butangen had cast suspicions on the Hekne sisters. In the surrounding villages the rumours continued to come and go, varying in magnitude and damage capacity, like the floods of the Laugen. The Fron girls had been burned alive for crimes far less serious than the Hekne twins stood accused of, and eventually Pastor Krafft decided to gather all the village’s farm owners in the church. He wanted to ask them if they would give the Hekne sisters skussmål: a solemn testimony of their innocence and good character. This ancient tradition, designed to defend citizens from slander in their communities, was the only thing that might offer the sisters protection in any future trial. In those days a paragraph in Gulatingslova, a thirteenth-century code of law, still held sway: One man’s witness is like no witness. The witness of two men is as good as the witness of ten, unless a better witness is brought. That day twenty-eight farmers stood up and vouched for the Hekne sisters’ reputation, and their names were formally recorded.


The sisters lived for many more years. They had constant nightmares about the hearing, and it is said that they gathered all their views of the world’s follies in the Hekne Weave.


When illness struck the sisters down, Eirik Hekne went to Pastor Krafft with a prayer that they be allowed to die upon the same day, so that neither twin would be forced to drag around the corpse of the other. Krafft felt sure that God would listen to such a humble wish, and followed Eirik back to Hekne. The sisters’ legs were swollen, and they felt a weird pressure in their chests. He asked if they were bitter about their fate. As usual, it was Halfrid who spoke first.


“Nay,” she said. “We have been graced to see so much and know so much.”


Then Gunhild said: “In truth, we have both tasted all life can offer, bar that of having a lover wholly and completely. But she sits here within us, this Love. She has a place here in our bed, and Halfrid shall go and find him again, her true love, and I too shall find him a place.”


And in unison they said: “For God, she told us that we shall return, each one for ourseln.”


Then they said they were sorry, but they must turn back to their work now, for it was urgent they complete this weave.


“But,” said Gunhild, her back turned, “what if he comes here again, the pastor from Fron, when we be dead? Happen he shallna’ be content that we lie in consecrated ground.”


Krafft thought about this. He had long seen that the only thing we can know for certain about mankind is that it always lets insanity repeat itself, but in new forms that make it unrecognisable. He not only feared the folly of the present, but that the people of the future would think themselves wiser and entitled to stand in judgement over his time.


“I will secure a good grave for you,” he said. “One that may only be found if the earth is scraped down to bare rock.”


The sisters stopped weaving. They turned on their stool, looked into Pastor Krafft’s eyes and thanked him.


Gunhild: “If it please thee, Herr Pastor, ye may—”


Halfrid: “—hang this great weave in the church.”


In chorus: “If it please thee, Herr Pastor.”


*


Sickness abated a while. Death stood in the room but waited, as though even Death was curious about the weave and how it would look. The sisters had learned from their teachers to recite rhymes and verses in chorus to help them keep time as they worked, and while they sat before the loom the residents of Hekne could hear them quietly chant:


Under earth, under rock,


Under cross, under God,


We two shall rest our heads.


It had been whispered that the girls could see into the future. A talent they were said to have acquired when, seeking to be free of each other, they had tried to sever the flesh that bound them with a dwarf-forged knife, the kind of superstition to which Pastor Krafft gave an indulgent nod.


The end was dawning.


Halfrid, her skin pale and her lips blue, said: “Bring forth our head pillows, Father. Today our bed shall be made for the very last time.”


Then they asked their father to fetch their travelling chest. They had had a vision on the previous night that they must place the pillows and knife within it to give someone guidance.


When the sun was at its brightest and fullest, Halfrid died.


Gunhild continued to weave as the weight of her sister’s body tore at her. In life they had shared their senses, and now, through Halfrid, Gunhild could peer into the Kingdom of the Dead, where, so Krafft let himself believe, a circle of events encompassed all time and place. Gunhild now added something to the corner of the weave, a terrifying image that depicted the death of a priest. The work took her some hours, and she used the yarn from the blind ewe, who had known, but not seen. And when the Hekne Weave was done, she let the shuttle fall to the floor, took Halfrid’s hands in hers and said: “Ye shall shuttle wide, and I shall shuttle close, and when the weave be woven we two shall return.”


*


Leaf Drifter disappeared from Hekne and never came back. Later it was said, based on a village goatherd’s account, that the sheep in the mountains had lined up in a row that day and stopped bleating.


The sisters never got to see the Hekne Weave in its entirety. The weave on an upright loom is rolled up as it is made, and it was only after the girls were buried that Eirik Hekne cut the warp strings.


Then he and Pastor Krafft unravelled it.


Neither could find words worth saying.


Never had they seen anything so magnificent, so enigmatic, so strange. They had known that the sisters were mistresses of their craft, but this weave testified to their contact with something greater. The innermost section of the roll had been started many years earlier, but a single sensibility ran through the whole.


On a deep blue background, a myriad of motifs ran around a massive, glowing wreath. In a certain light the wreath might look like Christ’s crown of thorns; in another it looked like a sunrise, or a ring of fire. Around it were depictions of births and deaths, joy and sorrow, floods and forest fires, pestilence and war, livestock and work. One motif showed a man in a checked skirt-like garment being threatened by soldiers, and Eirik felt sure that the reddish-brown was blood taken from a Scots tartan left behind after the Battle of Kringen in 1612.


Krafft studied the images within the wreath. They must show the Night of the Scourge, the villagers’ idea of Judgement Day, when a fire would wipe everything out before the earth was scraped down to bare rock, and the living and dead were brought to judgement at sunrise. The fire was kindled by flying creatures who spat flames. Some half bird and half human, others birds ridden by humans. Beneath them, houses and people were burning.


For a long time he sat and stared at the image in the corner. The death of a pastor. His own death? Would he meet such a gruesome end?


Krafft had secretly hoped that the weave would be filled with biblical motifs, preferably on the naive side. What he was looking at here was made in the pre-Christian tradition. He wondered whether it was right to display it in his church, but concluded that the old and wise stave church did not only serve Christianity: with its carvings of mythical beasts and shapeshifters, it also conveyed insights from ancient times.


Eventually, still wrestling with doubt, he hung it near the pulpit.


The next day he wanted to take it down, but could not.


Why was it so hard to discriminate between these forces that pulled him this way and that? Had the sisters been a monstrum after all? Could all things run simultaneously? Conjoined twins were said to warn of doomsday, and now it was revealed that they had spent years making a weave that depicted exactly that: the End Times!


He had seen to them on the funeral bier. They were prettily dressed for the journey. They had, in accordance with tradition, made their own long linen burial shirts, and wore red mittens drawn over their hands and sewn onto their sleeves. Each held a large bouquet of dried flowers with ripe seeds. Gunhild’s was of rose madder, while Halfrid held thistles.


They had asked to be wrapped in a blanket of wool. It was deep red, edged with eight-petalled roses in autumn yellow. Large black crosses ran across the back and breast to protect the sisters against evil forces from all sides.


Thus were they laid in the earth’s cool darkness.


But, as the girls had foreseen, they were in danger even in death.


Stories about their lives abounded after their death, many wildly inaccurate. But it was the dreadful misinterpretation of the verse that the sisters had chanted on the day of their death – Under earth, under rock, under cross – which posed such a danger. It was a young Hekne lad who was less than wise and told of their death and the verse in a tavern in a neighbouring village. Soon it was relayed further north in the valley, but with one very small but significant change. Where the Midtdal dialect said “under” – onne – the Nordal dialect changed its meaning, purposely or otherwise, to “evil” – onde. Soon a copy of this verse, which now read Evil earth, evil rock, evil cross, reached Pastor Mortensen in Fron.


Days later the bailiff’s and bishop’s men were back in Butangen. They dismissed the skussmål, since this verse was the ultimate proof that the Hekne sisters had practised diabolism. Their grave should be opened and their bodies burned at the stake.


Events reached such a pitch they had to be omitted from the bishop’s annals.


By that time Eirik Hekne had already had the Sister Bells cast in his daughters’ memory, with the remaining lengths of their mother’s hair entwined in the bell ropes. He had taken all the silver that his daughters had earned from their weaves and thrown it into the smelting pot. The casting was done on a Thursday by the new moon as ancient custom demanded, and the bells would prove as inseparable as the sisters.


The villagers demanded that the weave and the bells remain in the stave church, and it was soon firmly believed that the bells could ring of their own accord to warn of danger, danger that a wise man or woman could deduce by studying the images in the Hekne Weave.


A new era dawned, and fear of witchcraft waned. In tar-coated silence, the stave church brooded over its secrets, as it had done for centuries. The story of the sisters’ fate in death was forgotten, but it would be impossible to forget the Hekne Weave that told the story of the Night of the Scourge, the last day of the known world, and equally impossible to forget the Sister Bells that would ring that fearful night in.









First Story


I Shallna’ Be Content with Less










The Wedding Ring



SHE MUST CLIMB OVER THE DEAD. TOUCH THE FOOT OF the crucified one. Let herself into a pastor’s study. Crawl out through a corpse hatch.


As usual it was a decision made in haste, with little thought, impossible to go back on. Astrid would see Gunhild, the Sister Bell that had been cast in the Heknes’ heirloom silver. She would! Her mother had no right to deny her this. Nor did her father, nor the pastor.


The idea had come to her on the previous evening, and only grown in strength during the night, and when her feet touched the chill floorboards that morning, it was decided. It would happen this very Sunday. Today. During the service. When nobody would be around to see. Pastor Schweigaard and Churchwarden Røhme would naturally be in church, and although few villagers went to church, even fewer walked outside during Mass, for fear it might trigger gossip – even if anyone who spread such gossip could not, logically, have been in church themselves.


She scraped her fingernail in the rime on her window. Looked out over the farm that was Hekne. Just as she was Astrid Hekne. It had been snowing for days now, snowing and snowing with the odd pause, like the gap between the verses of an endless song. Everything was white and dark brown outside. Old log buildings with snow up to the windows, not a sound other than the spasmodic bellow of cows and the scrunch of a shovel through snow, as Isum, the farmhand, cleared the path. The odour she caught was that of the barn cat. What moved was the milkmaid on her way to the barn. What stood still was Butangen.


She felt it in her gut. This compulsion. That told her that her life would be unbearable without seeing the church bell. A notion fostered perhaps by Adolf and Ingeborg. They had been like grandparents to her, and had often told her stories from Butangen’s past, including the events of 1880 and 1881, the Silver Winter they called it, which had ended with the old stave church being carried far away, and with one of the two Sister Bells being left behind, to hang alone in the mysterious, sun-scorched bell tower below the church.


As a child Astrid had been enraptured by the stories of the Sister Bells and the Hekne Weave. They chimed with a restlessness she had felt ever since she could walk. A wild impatience that meant she could never resist scratching a gnat bite, that she played with kittens as though she was a cat herself, and always had grazed knees and scratched arms when she was small.


Now and then she thought she saw traces of the sisters. In an outbuilding there was an old upright loom, though its weights had gone, used now as fishing net sinkers, she assumed. Then, clearing the kitchen garden of weeds, she found some plants that she thought the sisters had used to dye yarn.


The hatch at the end of the hallway downstairs also seemed to hold the memory of their presence.


The corpse hatch her parents called it. Wide enough for two.


The farmhouse had been built centuries ago when the dead must not be carried through the front door, for fear they might recognise the path along which they were carried and return as ghosts. Coffins were therefore brought out through a hatch in the wall on the shady side of the house, where the nettles grew tall and folk rarely ventured, so that souls would get lost and choose to go up to heaven. Astrid wondered if this belief should have been maintained, for she remembered what Ingeborg had said: “Naybody has ever disproved it, my child, that when a person be dead their will lives on.”


Old Ingeborg had been horrified one winter when Astrid and her younger sister Esther had, in a wild game, managed to open the hatch so the snow spilled in on the floor. She was still more horrified when their brother Tarald got a shovel and dug a tunnel out into the snow, and scared Esther, saying it led to the Kingdom of the Dead.


But from then on they dug tunnels in the snow every year for Esther to play in. She had quickly lost her fear. Nobody could find their way in the dark like Esther, for darkness is invisible to a person who inhabits it. Her snow tunnels never collapsed. She always stopped at the right place because she could sense the slightest shift in temperature, and thereby determine how close she was to the surface.


*


They were dead now, Adolf and Ingeborg, the two crofters who had raised her father on the Halvfarelia croft. Neither her siblings nor her parents ever showed much interest in the couple’s stories of Butangen’s past. But Astrid had never tired of hearing them, and now she was the only person who could recount them with any accuracy, so felt she had sole responsibility for them.


Sometimes she would go to her grandmother’s grave and stare at her own name carved into the stone. This Astrid had scarce reached the age of twenty-one. Death in childbirth after giving birth to two sons and sending one to a foreign land. Astrid had often wondered about her grandmother’s choice all those years ago. She wished she was here to explain. She had found a suitcase in the loft filled with her grandmother’s clothes, and some letters and sketchbooks belonging to Gerhard Schönauer, the German architecture student who would be Astrid’s grandfather. So vivid were Ingeborg’s stories about them both that when little Astrid read their letters it was as if she already knew their contents.


Vivid in her memory, too, were their stories about the old church bells, and how her grandmother had fought to keep them in Butangen. And the myth that only an unmarried woman from the Hekne family could lay eyes upon the Sister Bells; anyone else would be struck down and die of a sudden illness. She had sometimes wondered if this curse had been invented by her grandmother to protect them.


Astrid would soon turn seventeen. An adult by village standards. Yet her questions about the church bell were always met by her parents with dismissive mumbles. Kristine and Jehans were busy, always busy, sitting bent over their paperwork every weekend, her mother checking the dairy’s accounts, her father perusing a plan for a new road up to the seters.


Accounts and roads. So uninteresting compared to Gunhild, who had rung throughout prehistory, when her parents were not this overworked couple who were always late for supper, but Titans in battle. And Kai Schweigaard was not the wrinkly old pastor who had confirmed her, but a messenger of God.


But Gunhild had a unique protection, guarded as she was by the dead in the bell tower – the quadrangular log building below the church that lied about its contents and denied its purpose. Within its walls frozen corpses lay in coffins, stacked high, she had heard, because Butangen still held to the tradition of burying its winter-dead in the spring, when the frosts had left the ground. They were no longer kept on the farms through the winter, but gathered here, in this consecrated tower, with a silent church bell hanging above them, overseeing their extended wake.


Equally creepy was the idea of getting the key to the bell tower. It was kept in Schweigaard’s study, but did not dangle from a hook by the light switch. No, it hung from the big toe of Christ himself. It was a wooden statue, but so lifelike that it had made her tremble throughout her childhood. Christ the Saviour hung on the cross with his head slumped but his eyes ever wakeful. Blood ran from a deep cut down his thigh and out towards the toe from which said key hung. So lifelike was the paintwork, she thought her hand would be wet with blood if she touched it.


*


At a quarter to eleven Astrid sneaked out of the corpse hatch. She walked round the farmhouse, sticking close to the wall to avoid Tarald seeing her from the first floor. All around her lay a glittering winter. Thick snow curled around the eaves of the farm buildings. The fences along the fields looked as though they were wearing white woolly hats. Below her she could hear the church bells ringing. The bells that sounded so tame compared to Gunhild, which Herr Røhme only let chime on big occasions.


Astrid hurried down to the gate. The parsonage was not far from Hekne, but was impossible to see from here, for Butangen was so steep and hilly that each farm lay alone, as if at the mercies of the Breia, the river that had carved out this landscape. The village had only one real crossroad, which she was walking towards now. Above it stood her mother’s dairy factory and shop, and still further up the school building.


She slipped into the copse. Changed direction and struggled through the snow towards a tall scree slope. From here she could see the road again. The churchgoers were on their way down. Wealthy folk in their horse-drawn sleighs, humbler folk on foot.


The view of the village opened up more and more, and soon she could see the church, and the fields that led to the parsonage and Gildevollen Farm. They were covered with ski tracks going down to and across Lake Løsnes, which stretched out like a large floor to the village. The road to Fåvang formed a snow-cleared ribbon around the north end of the lake, but since during winter it was possible to go across the ice, folk could see from afar who was coming and going.


Astrid crouched down and watched the church. At last, she saw Pastor Schweigaard hurry down the footpath from the parsonage. A black, slightly bent figure in the snow. Old, yet ageless, seen from up here.


Astrid alternated between calling him Herr Pastor and Kai. He visited Hekne so often that Esther even called him Grandpa, although something in Astrid flinched at that word.


The bells rang their last round for Mass, and with that there would be no more comers. Never was the village quieter or emptier than at this hour on a Sunday.


A lone straggler in a green and yellow bobble hat was trundling down the slippery road.


It was Hekne’s farmhand, Isum, whom the villagers called Giant Isum because of his enormous stature. His appetite was so huge he had to eat from an old serving platter. He must have been drunk last night, since Astrid had been woken in the night by Pelle barking, before the farm’s faithful Buhund had realised who it was and calmed down.


It was the same every Saturday. Isum drank, danced, horsed about, then staggered home to his tiny room in the workers’ cottage at Hekne, with only a wash basin, a peg for his distinctly old-fashioned clothes and a shelf stacked with brightly coloured woollen hats. Once, at a dance up at Høgvang village hall, egged on by his fellow revellers, Giant Isum tore the hall’s huge iron wood burner from its chimney and dragged it outside, still burning. Most Sundays he woke up full of regret, unable to remember what he had said or done, and when his drinkers’ remorse got too much, he took himself off to church. Today must be one of those Sundays, Astrid thought, as she watched him stumble along, still doing up the buttons on his only good jacket, this two-metre-tall man who was the gentlest soul she knew. She hoped, at least, he would not be tempted to join in the hymn-singing, for when Isum had been on a binge his breath reeked from miles away.


Nearly there now, he almost fell on the church steps; the soles of his boots were doubtless slippery.


Astrid ran down to the parsonage. She regretted not having told Mari Slåen her plan. It would have been good to have someone to keep a lookout. But she had seen her friend change lately, parting ways with her, giddier perhaps.


That’s the way it was for those without church bells in their lives.


Again, Astrid walked close to the wall so that Fru Røhme would not see her from the parsonage window. She opened the front door and went soundlessly into the hall. His overcoat was gone. His summer hat hung from a hook. The house smelled of Sunday roast and freshly scrubbed floors.


Astrid crept up the stairs. The door was unlocked. As usual.


So, this was how it felt. The study without him. Mahogany brown and bare. Smelling of papers and tobacco. A cast-iron stove with a half-full log basket. Two cupboards. An untidy table, and a desk with peeling varnish. A worn-out swivel chair with a brown, leather seat. Buckled windowpanes, one looking out onto the church and Lake Løsnes. A welcoming room, in truth, with a couple of chairs for visitors. The only sound was the pendulum of the grandfather clock.


She forced herself to look up at the Saviour. The crown of thorns. The wound. The tormented, yet attentive face. The large, wrought-iron key hanging from His big toe high above. She fetched a stool, but as she climbed closer, she felt His eyes upon her.


“Sorry,” she whispered. “Needs must.”


Bolt down the stairs. Key in hand. Into the light, the snow and fresh air. In a sweat she ploughed through the deep snow outside the cemetery wall, where she was out of sight. From the church she heard hymn-singing. At last, she was standing on the stone steps to the bell tower. Before she even knew it, the key had turned in the lock, and she found herself in the dark.


Astrid had been waiting for this moment. She thought she would be safe once she got inside the bell tower.


But she was only safe from the world outside.


She sensed she was not alone in here. Nor was she welcome.


A reddish light crept in through the narrow leaded windows high above her head. Then, as her eyes adjusted, sharp, rectangular contours emerged from the gloom.


Coffins.


Six corpses. Six coffins. Artefacts unseen and unwelcome in any place but here or at a graveside. On the side of each, the name of the departed written in chalk.


Jørgine Aasen, the old woman from Gardbogen. The young boy from Moen, whom she had known vaguely, who had recently died before his twelfth birthday.


They were here now, surrounded by this stale, fetid odour.


She regretted coming and wanted to get out.


But no. Not you, Astrid Hekne.


The coffins were stacked in pairs in front of the staircase that led up to the belfry, as though to block access. She gripped the lid of a coffin, and setting her foot on a handlebar pulled herself up and sat on top of it. She shivered when she realised that there was just a thin plank of wood between herself and a corpse, and swung herself swiftly over. Dust rose in the stairwell, a sure sign that nobody had been up to the bell for years. Perhaps due to the curse?


The staircase ended in a narrow opening. A wintery light glinted through the louvres that were meant to release the ringing of bells across the heavens.


In the semi-darkness a grey-brown presence.


Gunhild.


Larger than she had imagined. So solemn. So aloof.


Astrid took a step forward.


This was not silence. This was chosen silence. A vigilance. Gunhild was made to give warnings.


Where there were gaps in the timber walls, the snow had blown in, making little pyramids here and there. On the floor lay coils of rope, short link chains and a hoist. Presumably used when her father and uncle had brought Gunhild up here from Lake Løsnes after she had lain there for more than thirty years.


How extraordinary the bell was. Beautiful and alert, like the reindeer in the mountains. Gunhild. So complete in form. All darkness and verdigris, unembellished but for an inscription that ran around her in a band.


The clapper hung in the darkened sound bow, ready to report to God on high if anything happened down here in little Butangen.


Astrid ventured forward. Circled the bell to read the inscription.


“IN LOVING MEMORIE OF GUNHILD AND HER MOTHER ASTRID.”


There was an empty space on the beam from which Gunhild hung. Her sister, Halfrid, would have been there had she not disappeared to Dresden.


Adolf had said once that only chain-brothers, brothers born with no sister between, would be able to reunite the Sister Bells. Astrid had asked why, and Ingeborg had answered that it took brothers to reunite sisters. Such were the laws.


Astrid was calmer now. She looked around her. Everything in here seemed so rough. Rusty suspensions, worn bell rope, dull bronze.


A gust of wind disturbed a pyramid of snow and caught her attention. On the other side of the belfry, on a crossbeam, something glinted at her.


She went over to it and blew the dust off it.


A ring. It must be gold. Heavy and wide. So that an observer should really notice it. Smooth. Without a single scratch, as though it had been crafted that morning.


She lifted it up to the shafts of light and saw an inscription inside.


1881. Eternally yours. Kai.


Had Kai been married? No, the ring looked unused. Had he come up here? Stood here alone and set it carefully aside?


She held it tentatively over her finger. Let it slide over her nail, past her knuckle.


It was then that the church bell began to ring. It was just a hum at first, barely audible, before it shifted form and gained strength. The sound flooded out over the floor, ran down from the ceiling, radiated from the walls and gripped her body, forcing her to tremble to its beat.


She hurtled down the stairs, flung herself over the coffins, sick with regret, regret, such regret! This was the will of the dead! They had told the bell to ring! She sprang towards the door with the bell ringing in her ears, then, blinded by the sharp winter light, she got another shock.


Mass was already over. The congregation was coming out of the church. Schweigaard was already standing on the steps shaking everyone’s hands.


She slipped back inside and tried to gather herself. How was it possible? She had got here as the service was beginning. Surely she couldn’t have been here for more than ten minutes? What had happened to the time?


She realised now that it was the new church bells that were ringing. Not Gunhild. That had been a figment of her imagination. And if she came out now, she would be surrounded by gawping villagers. It was impossible to reach the parsonage in time to replace the key.


Astrid sat on the floor.


There was nothing for it but to wait here in the company of the dead, who had all the time in the world.


She fiddled with the ring. That at least was real.


*


His coat hung in the hallway. There was melted snow around his boots.


She walked quietly up the stairs, took a deep breath and knocked.


“ ’Tis me. Astrid.”


A pause.


“One minute. Your pastor is getting changed.”


The rustle of cotton clothes which she knew were black. Slow steps. A cough to clear his throat.


“Come in.”


Astrid reached for the doorknob. The ring! Good Lord! She twisted it off and hid it in her mitten.


He was standing before the wood stove in a creased flannel shirt, sleeves rolled up, a matchbox in his hand.


Astrid stared at the floor as she walked over to his desk and put down the key.


“I’m so sorry, Herr Pastor. It was just – I had to go in.”


Kai Schweigaard grunted. He crouched down, straightened the kindling and lit it with some crumpled newspaper. He crossed the room and looked up at the figure on the cross.


“We have a young lady here,” he said. “She wants to return a key. You saw her earlier today perhaps. If you were watching. Which, of course, you always are.”


Astrid felt her cheeks burn as she climbed onto the stool before the crucified figure. Then she grew calm. There was comfort in the gazes of both these men.


Schweigaard drew two chairs up to the stove and said it was best she get warm. And they sat in silence together.


Kai Schweigaard cleared his throat.


“I think the time has come,” he said.


He went out through a small back door, leaving it open behind him, returned with an old wooden chest, and said that this was probably the Heknes’ most precious heirloom, but that he had not told Jehans of its existence. Nor anyone else.


“Help me to clear these documents and newspapers,” he said, nodding towards the messy table. “Just put it all on the floor. No, try to keep the piles in order.”


It was a large table and Astrid wondered why its entire surface had to be cleared. Kai Schweigaard put the chest on the table and stepped back.


It would look out of place in any room. So weather-beaten it looked like the derelict rowing boats along the shores of Lake Løsnes. The wood was grey with age, the lock fittings pitted with rust. A carved letter H was just about visible on the lid as he stepped forward and opened it with a creak.


Schweigaard lifted out a very worn, sunken pillow made of rough material in a checked pattern. He turned it over and held it up to the window. The glistening yarn showed a fairy-tale landscape with animal figures. A second pillow was similar, though the checked pattern on the front was not so worn.


“These two pillows belonged to the Hekne sisters,” he said.


Astrid studied the animal figures. A one-horned bull that resembled the emblem of Hekne. Two reindeer standing beside another dead reindeer. A pale yellow bird swooping through the air. Another bird lifting a bull into the air.


“This is some sort of cutting tool they must have used,” Schweigaard said.


In his hand he held a blade. Its edge was shiny and looked sharp; the rest was dull with rust.


“But,” he said, turning back to the chest, “this is our great mystery object.”


Gingerly he lifted out a dark, pliant scroll. A weave which, as he unrolled it, exceeded the edges of the tabletop and all comprehension. It was so finely woven it looked as though it had been embroidered with the thinnest of needles. Endless hours of work must have gone into it. In places the yarn shone like silver, elsewhere it was dyed in a multitude of colours. Her eyes were drawn to the large, orange-red wreath in the centre. Within its bounds, fire-breathing creatures flew over a sea of flames. Beyond it were figures of all kinds, human and non-human. Men and women carrying out indefinable tasks. Jet-black cows and snow-white sheep. The Cross of Christendom. So difficult to take in that her eyes needed to slow down.


She noticed she had held her breath too long.


“Is – is this – it?” she said.


Schweigaard nodded.


“The Hekne Weave?”


He nodded.


Silence fell. The clock ticked.


She studied the wreath again. Kai Schweigaard knew what she was looking at.


“I think it depicts the night, a fire and a sunrise all in one. The Night of the Scourge.”


Astrid could feel that her life had taken a new course. Right here. Now. On Sunday. February 18, 1936.


“Ingeborg,” Astrid said, “believed this had vanished more than a hundred years ago.”


Kai nodded.


“It was hidden from an ignorant, foolish pastor. The villagers hid it in the church’s old chasuble. I found it in 1914.”


“And ye didna’ tell anyone?”


“No.”


“Why?”


He threw out his arms.


“There didn’t seem to be anybody . . . worthy enough. No, that’s not quite right. Your father is worthy. It’s more that I always considered him a part of the story. I discovered the pillows back in 1903. Originally they were in a chest under the church floor. Then . . . well, I made a mistake. They lay in a grave for more than twenty years.”


Astrid leaned against the edge of the table. The weave must be more than two metres long. According to what Ingeborg had said, the Hekne sisters had spent fifteen years weaving it. It was showing its age now. The edges were ragged. In places the patterns were so worn as to be unclear. In one corner, the yarn hung in loose strands.


“I’ve studied it for years without ever fully understanding it,” he said. “And I’ve spent as many years wondering what happened to the sisters.”


He pointed at an image of two girls standing tightly together, surrounded by an oval. “I think this is them.”


Astrid studied the two faces. There was a play of shadows in the weave, so that when one seemed to look her in the eye, the other looked to the side. But when she shifted position, the other looked at her. As if they took turns watching, each from her own perspective.


“What strange skirts they are wearing,” said Astrid. “So wide and round-shaped. If ye compare them to her, for example,” she said, pointing to the skirt of someone surrounded by warriors.


“I’m not sure that’s a woman,” Kai said. “In fact, I wondered if it might be a Scotsman in a belted plaid. One of the soldiers perhaps who fought here in the Battle of Kringen in 1612. There’s evidence to suggest that one of the Hekne sisters was in love with a lad from the Scottish army.”


“But Ingeborg told me that the Hekne Weave shows what will happen. Not what happened before it was woven.”


“I’d say it does both. You see that figure? It helped me when the Spanish flu struck,” Schweigaard said, leading Astrid’s gaze towards a skeleton riding on the back of a wagon which had no draught animals pulling it, yet clearly seemed to be moving forward.


Astrid looked back at the girls. Their skirts were dome-shaped and plain brown. “D’ye think they could be church bells? Two church bells with human heads?”


Kai Schweigaard frowned. But did not disagree.


The sun was fading outside. The greying light came in through the window, altering the colours in the weave. She thought now that she saw a pair of eyes in the oval that encircled the girls. “Is that a face?” she said. “And that yarn – is’t made of hair?”


Schweigaard tilted his head.


“Your eyes are sharper than mine. It was said that hair from the sisters’ mother was twisted into the bell rope. More than that, I don’t know.”


Astrid took a step back. “I canna’ make any sense of this.”


“You have your whole life ahead,” said Kai Schweigaard.


“What d’ye mean by that?”


“I’ve often asked myself what I should do with this. I won’t live forever, even if I heard you and the others say in confirmation class that I was over three hundred years old. No, don’t blush. I took it as a compliment. The only right thing is that you take this over now, Astrid. Your father and your uncle Victor – they have trouble seeing beyond what’s in front of them. I’m concerned they’ll just see these things as objects. Whereas you can see the will of an object. Just as your grandmother did.”


“Not now,” she said. “I canna’ take it with me now. Not today, not . . . yet.”


“It’s yours when the time comes,” Kai Schweigaard said.


The clock struck.


She tried to smooth a patch in the corner where the threads were loose, but he placed his hand on hers. “Leave it now,” he said. “Let it be.”


Kai began to roll up the weave, but rather too hastily perhaps, since a few threads came away, and he seemed suddenly strange. “It’s started to fall apart,” he said.


“ ’Tis very old. We need to be careful.”


“That’s not what I meant. It was said that some of the Hekne sisters’ weaves fell asunder when they had done what they should do.”


“Done what they should do? Meaning what?”


“That the end is perhaps close. That the end has already begun.”


She felt her head go into a spin. She had no wish to hear this. That the end was close. It was as if the Hekne Weave blurred all division between past and present. Her gaze fell on a greenish-black ink stain on his desk, and she pointed to it and heard herself say: “Ye were so angry that day, Kai.”
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