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Translator’s Notes:


In the original text by Bernhard Nordh, he referred to the indigenous people of Northern Sweden as Lapps, or the Lapp people. The Sami region was formerly known as Lappland and the Sami people have historically been known as Lapps, however this term is regarded as offensive by the Sami, who prefer the area’s name in their own language. Since the original text used the term Lapps, it was decided that the translation should reflect this, and the term Lapps was kept. In modern day Swedish the term would be Sami.


The Swedish Riksdaler was the name of a Swedish coin first minted in 1604. Between 1777 and 1873, it was the currency of Sweden.


The Sami word Muorke means a portage area between two bodies of water.


A Goahti is a Sami hut or tent.


– – –
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PROLOGUE


When you travel the nearly two-hundred-kilometer route along the Ångermanälven River between Åsele and Kultsjö Lake, you pass through a land that a few hundred years ago was pure, unadulterated wilderness. Here bears roamed the vast forests and marshes. On bitterly cold nights, the hungry cries of wolf packs rose against the sky, shimmering with the Northern Lights. On warm summer evenings, swarms of mosquitoes drifted like clouds above the wetlands of the waterlogged marshes. By streams and forest lakes the beavers built their stick huts and dams, the lynx crept softly among their hiding places in the bushes, and the pine marten wreak havoc among the squirrels chattering in the treetops. In narrow rock crevices, the wolverine had its den and ventured out boldly, as it had since days of old, on bloody night hunts, where the reindeer, three times its size, were easy prey. Forest birds abounded – black grouse, wood grouse, hazel grouse… The ptarmigan jumped and flew among the crooked birches of the forest, and at the top of a rugged cliff the golden eagle was perched, brooding like an ancient shadow over this vast land which was scarcely touched by human feet.


It was only the Lapps who passed through here with their reindeer, the Lapps, who with superstition and sorcery coursing in their veins, stole through this wilderness of marsh, forest, and mountain. Here, in some hidden place, strange things might happen – but be quiet about it! no one could see or hear, for woe to those poor wretches, if the men in power should hear anyone whisper that rings had been rattling over the dirty skins of a magic drum! But away in the mountain caves the high and mighty wouldn’t hear, and here a Lapp in times of need could retreat in solitude to consult with their ancient gods. Here the magic drum was pulled out from its dark hiding-place into the light. Under the dull beats of the reindeer-horn hammer, the rings performed a fateful dance among the mysterious figures and symbols of the drum. But the younger ones, those who knew that the old gods had long since lost all their power – they sometimes held heated councils around smoky fires, shaking their fists towards the east and brandishing their bear spears…


*


The east is where they came from… tall, grim men, determined to take on the wilderness. One by one they came rowing up the Ångermanälven River, pulled their boat along the shore past the foaming waters of the rapids, and were constantly on the lookout for a suitable place to clear some land. If they saw a simple hut along the riverbank, they had no choice but to keep going. The nearest neighbor had to be at least ten kilometers away, for the well-being of everyone.


The years went by. Smoke from the settlers’ primitive chimneys began to rise further and further inland, while the occasional shot from fire-spraying muzzle loaders disturbed the silence of the wilderness. Year after year was carved into the history of the settlement of southwestern Lapland. Råsele was established as a government settlement in 1741, Nästansjö in 1777, Laxbäcken and Strömnäs in 1781, Malgovik in 1788, and so on.


At the beginning of the 19th century, the shores around the wide waters of Lake Malgomaj were overpopulated, for where it was most crowded there was hardly ten kilometers between the small one room cottages.


It was not fishing, and certainly not hunting, that was in dispute. But a person could become so angry if they met a neighbor in the process of mowing a field of marsh grass, which they themselves had had their eye on. You had to have good hayfields if you wanted your cows to still be standing when spring came.


New men came from the east, and the first settlers around Lake Malgomaj began to have children old enough to marry, who, in competition with the newcomers, went westward. New areas, each like a small kingdom were established, and for new land-clearers the only option was to continue up the almost impassable stretch of the Ångermanälven river, which lies between Lake Malgomaj and Kultsjö Lake (the difference in altitude between the lakes is about 200 m), past Dimforsen Falls, and across the Lake Vuollelite and Lake Bielite…


Here was Kultsjö Lake, 540 meters above sea level… a wild, brutal lake, surrounded by mountains. To the north – the wild Marsfjällen Mountains, to the south – Borgafjället Mountain and Burgfjället Mountain with its eternal glacier; in the west – mountains – hardly anything else was to be seen.


But nothing seemed to deter the settlers. Saxnäs was incorporated, and over at the western end of Kultsjö Lake, trees were felled for the first cabins in Lövberg and Klimpfjäll. Other adventurers made their way across the bay to Fatmomakke (an old site used by the Lapps for religious gatherings) and continued up Lake Ransaren, which at 582 meters above sea level spread out its waters in the middle of the inaccessible mountain range, which was connected by Ransarå River to the small spring lakes of the Ångermanälven River, located in Norwegian territory.


Here, at last, further progress seemed impossible. The mountainous area became increasingly difficult to overcome. At least the establishment of a boundary beyond which the cultivation of new land was not allowed, spared the police chief and his assistants from week-long trips to the outermost hiding places in the wilderness. The cultivation boundary was fixed in 1867, and new settlements would not be inspected beyond it. The boundary ran across Ormsjö, Strömnäs, Nästansjö and up towards Lake Storuman, and now a large area, which the settlers had already built on, was beyond the boundary. Klimpfjäll, for example, lay about one hundred kilometers west of the boundary, which the authorities had drawn in the firm conviction that beyond it the conditions were unsuitable for people to make a living.


But the boundary was not drawn with only the settlers in mind. Over the years, there had been enormous encroachments on areas that had belonged to the Lapps since ancient times. The autumn and spring grazing grounds had to be moved higher and higher up the mountains, and in many pastures, previously grazed by the reindeer, the settlers had snatched up all the feed. The authorities also had their views about hunting. For example, a royal regulation of 1749 stated that hunting for furs was the domain of the Lapp people; the settlers were not to engage in “hunting and running about the forests for game” as this distracted them from the cultivation of the land. Henceforth, settlers were only allowed to hunt within five kilometers of their homes.


If the settlers happened to learn that this regulation existed, their harsh reality forced them to ignore it. It was necessary to venture into the great hunting grounds if they were to survive. If their farming gave them a few bushels of potatoes, they had to be grateful.


It was fair to say that not all of these wilderness warriors were Our Lord’s best children. And if starvation tore at their stomachs, it might be tempting for someone to shoot a reindeer, which came within firing range. But revenge was lurking, and woe to the poor settlers who had haystacks still standing in the mowing marsh, when the reindeer came down from the mountains towards the woodland! Then the result of weeks of work and sweat could be wiped out in a few minutes, and the settler had to stand there in anger, pulling his hair, not knowing how he was going to feed his cows for the winter.


The seriousness of these disputes can only be partly seen in the court records. Most things were dealt with outside the law, and the rumors about what happened in the shadow of Marsfjället Mountain never traveled the long road back to Åsele…










CHAPTER ONE


One July day in 1852.


The sun was already setting in the west, and the Fjällfjällen Mountain cast long shadows down on to the lower areas of Mount Lill-Gemon and the waterlogged marshes of Stormyran. A sunny haze rested over the high peaks of Marsfjället Mountain, and over in the southwest, the snow on Mount Burgfjället sparkled, greatly vulnerable to the heat that prevailed down in the valleys. Kultsjö Lake glittered, partly framed in black shadows. The lake protruded out from shore ridges and tree lines, and beyond Marsfjället Mountain it spread out eastward into a vast delta, broken up by small lakes.


On this July evening, a young man came walking through the storm-whipped and stunted birch forest west of Östra Fjällfjäll Mountain, along the faint path that led from Klimpfjäll village to Norway. A huge bundle was attached to his wood-framed pack. In front of his chest hung a bag of shot and a powder horn, and at his side dangled a grim, threatening muzzle loader. Sweat ran out from under his squirrel fur cap. However, this did not in any way affect the gentle, plodding gait that was so common to these wilderness folk. They had been thrown into a wilderness where a man without strong legs was doomed to perish pitifully.


It was Abraham, a farmhand from Klimpfjäll, who came wandering along like a plodding pack animal of the mountain ranges. In the morning he had left the Norwegian village of Kroken, waded over gushing streams and rivers, and had climbed up long toiling ascents. With forty kilometers of arduous hiking behind him, he still had more than ten kilometers left to reach Klimpfjäll.


The path here led rather steeply up to the treeless stony wasteland of Dårronskalet Pass, and Abraham paused to rest. He leaned his load against a rock, dug into his pockets and bit off a piece of a juicy brown tobacco braid, straightened the piece with his tongue and then spat out a satisfying spray out over the white bark of the nearest birch.


As Abraham sat tugging at a piece of grass, he wondered if this might be a good spot to have a new settlement inspected, although he should have been aware that attempting to settle up here in the mountain forest would be sheer madness. But it was an old habit. Wherever Abraham went he looked for a suitable place to clear some land of his own. Being a farmhand was not for him. His father was a stately farmer from Hälsingland, and Abraham would not have been sitting here if he had not gone up to Åsele market a few years ago with a bundle of fox skins.


After a fight, which he had only a vague memory of, since it had been fought in the haze of liquor; he had fled west in the company of Jon, the mountain farmer, who had taken part in the bloody fight on Abraham’s side.


Ever since then, Abraham had been a farmhand in Klimpfjäll and was unaware that the fur trader who had been stabbed by Abraham’s long knife between his shoulder blades, had recovered from his misfortune and was conning people out of their furs, just as cheerfully as before.


There were times when Abraham longed intensely for home, and on light summer evenings he would sometimes sit out on the stone steps with his face turned to the southeast, as if he were trying to catch a glimpse of the flaxen-haired Anna-Stina, who might at this moment be standing on the hill by the mountain pastures, blowing her birch trumpet out over the valleys of her home. But to go back there would mean going to jail and perhaps even having to make the climb up gallows hill, from where no prisoner returned alive.


Abraham considered himself sentenced to life in these harsh mountains, but that sentence was not as bad, and he knew he could endure it. With the exception of these evenings on the stone steps, which, by the way, were becoming more and more rare, the boy from Hälsingland found himself quite comfortable here. He had been wild and hot-tempered before that fateful day in Åsele, but now the mountain world had given him thick skin. If he were to settle here in these parts, the wilderness would find him to be a fierce trespasser who would not give in without a fight.


At Lake Västra Marssjön, just below Mount Marsfjället, Mount Ropen and Mount Såttan, there was a wonderful place where a settler’s fire had not yet sent up smoke into the blue sky, but even that place was not available. Four years ago, Jon had applied to the authorities to build a settlement at Lake Marssjön. As of yet, however, no inspectors had set foot in the shadow of Marsfjället Mountain. Jon seemed to be in no hurry to acquire legal claim to the lush surroundings of the lake. But when Abraham had asked a couple of times if he could take over the claim, Jon had been harshly dismissive.


*


Abraham continued his walk and climbed up to the tree line, and just ahead was the huge stone mass that was Dårron Peak. It was a still evening, and all the way up to the edge of the birch forest, the swarms of mosquitoes danced, as if they considered the man a prey to be followed at all costs.


Suddenly, the silence was broken by a piercing cry, which brought Abraham to a standstill. He stood tense for a few moments, but then wriggled out of the pack’s carrying straps and, rifle in hand, crept down through the foliage of the dwarf birch trees.


Suddenly he threw himself behind a bush. Across a clearing, fifty meters away, a large man came pulling something. Abraham’s eyes narrowed, and his breath hissed through his widening nostrils. The hand holding his rifle trembled noticeably from the intense suspense.


The man who was pulling something had disappeared from the clearing. Abraham hurried after him. In a few minutes he had caught up with the other man, who having suddenly discovered that he was not alone on the mountain, dropped his load to the ground. Abraham drew a deep breath, and the look he fixed on the man before him was full of disgust.


– What is the meaning of this, Jon? he said dully.


Jon shrugged his broad shoulders, and his eyes sharpened.


– The meaning?! Well, Mikael here, fell down a cliff over there.


Jon pointed, and Abraham cast a long glance at the dark mountain walls. It was inconceivable that Jon would have been able to carry the Lapp boy this far in such a short time. Abraham’s temper began to rise, but the events in Åsele had taught him to control himself.


– Is he dead?


Jon nodded. He sat down on a rock and told Abraham that he had been walking down the slope and that the Lapp boy had suddenly come tumbling down at his feet. Abraham barely listened to him but just stood staring at Mikael, who lay there limply with his face to the ground. Abraham walked a few steps forward to examine his injuries more closely.


– I guess we’ll have to make a stretcher and carry him home with us, he said, when Jon did not seem to have anything else to add.


– What’s the point?


Something hot and pressing tightened around Abraham’s forehead like an iron band, and his tongue seemed to be stuck at the roof of his mouth.


– The point! he repeated slowly. A Lapp is a person too, and either we have to take him to Fatmomakke or send word to his family to come and get him.


– And get a bear spear between our shoulders, when we turn our backs, eh?


– I can go if you like! said Abraham grimly. I saw reindeer this morning on the other side of the border.


Jon sat chewing on a blade of grass, his thoughts turning heavily behind his broad forehead. He knew better than the inexperienced Hälsingland boy what it meant to bring that kind of message to a Lapp camp. Abraham listened quietly as Jon explained that going to the Lapps was not going to happen.


– Well, then we’ll have to carry him home and row him over to Fatmomakke.


Jon gave the farmhand a look as if he had a child in front of him.


– To Fatmomakke? he exclaimed angrily. The Saxnäs farmers will find out, and those fools will scamper off to tell the police chief.


– Well, what of it? No one can be held responsible for an accident! Jon shrugged.


– Well, if you’re all for bringing the police chief out here, then I won’t stand in your way. He might come right away when he finds out you’re up here!


Abraham felt a chill run down his spine, but his face did not move a muscle.


– You may take over my claim at Lake Marssjön, said Jon, but then this will have to stay between us. It is best for all parties involved that Mikael has simply disappeared. He is not the first to do so, and he will not be the last.


An hour later, Abraham and Jon walked through the bleak valley of the Dårronskalet Pass.


Abraham followed silently in Jon’s footsteps, and every now and then a groan seemed to force its way out of his chest. He almost expected that the mountain walls would fall down on them, or that something, anything, would come bursting out from some crevice and hurl itself with a hellish screech, down upon its defenseless victims.


After they had left the Pass, Abraham felt more at ease. The Lake Kultsjö area lay before him, and beyond it the last rays of evening light glittered on the peaks of the Marsfjället Mountain. There on the south side of the sunny mountain, was the place he had been promised.


You couldn’t tell by Jon’s face that he had given away an area which if it had been located further south in Sweden would have been a prime area for farming. Perhaps he didn’t even count it as a loss. It was a nice area where someone could settle along Lake Marssjön, but the Lapps traveled through there every spring and autumn. There were whispers about magic and headless dead bodies, which in the autumn darkness traveled secret paths, joining their sounds to the hoarse cries of the buzzards. And after what had just happened on the mountain today, it would be perilous for someone to settle at Lake Marssjön.


Abraham had half-feared that Jon would go back on his promise, once they had left Mikael behind, but as they sat at the table at home in Klimpfjäll in the late evening, sipping their thick fish soup for supper, Jon confirmed his offer.


Jon was somewhat literate, and after their meal he and Abraham went to their neighbor’s house, where he and his wife witnessed Jon transferring his claim to the farmhand Abraham Jacobsson. There were no terms of sale recorded in the agreement. Abraham had been given the shore around Lake Marssjön – completely free!










CHAPTER TWO


In Klimpfjäll, the haymaking kept everyone busy for the next few weeks, and Abraham did not have time to apply to the authorities for a settlement permit by Lake Marssjön. There was no hurry either, for it was too late in the summer for the inspectors to make it. Soon, the snow would make the inspection impossible. Abraham was also a little uncertain. He wondered if the police chief in Vilhelmina knew what had happened in Åsele a few years ago.


When the haymaking was over, Abraham borrowed Jon’s boat and rowed to northern area around Lake Kultsjön. He was gone for almost a week. He spent the nights on the bare ground under a spruce tree and during the days he explored the area, sometimes going above the tree line. He found quite a lot of fields of native grass, good for haymaking. In the streams coming down from the mountains, there would be places for mills and sawmills. In the pine needle forest between the hills, he sometimes heard grouse. Further up the mountain, Abraham encountered several woodcock birds, and on three occasions in one day he noticed fresh bear droppings.


To get a good view of his surroundings, he climbed up the ravine of a brook up the steep and nearly twelve hundred meters tall Ropen mountain. The Kultsjö Lake area lay exposed and bare below him. At the western side of the lake, he thought he could just glimpse Klimpfjäll’s green areas, even though the distance was close to thirty kilometers. But there were neighbors closer than that. There, on the southern part of Lake Kultsjön, was the village of Saxnäs, inhabited by homesteaders. Abraham looked long and thoughtfully in that direction. These three farmers were to be present at the inspection, and they may not be so easy to deal with, when it came to marking the property line between the Saxnäs farms and his new settlement.


Abraham continued further west, where the highest parts of Ropen mountain lay. The mountain heaths, rusty brown this time of year, rose higher and higher, and the young man from Hälsingland thought with some self-trepidation that in just a few weeks the reindeer would have their pastures here.


The future settler left this grand view behind and turned back down across the mountain heaths. He passed the brook ravine and continued towards the part of the mountain that dropped steeply towards Västra Marssjön. And now he stood looking at a glittering mirror of water, which was close to five hundred meters below him. But it was not only Västra Marssjön that sparkled to greet him from above. The whole vast plain to the east was speckled with many ponds and small lakes. Abraham stared intently at one body of water, which was about ten kilometers away. He had heard that one settler had settled nearby ten years ago, and that he would be his nearest neighbor to the east. Would they become friends or foes? Would they accompany each other on long journeys to the trading posts or clash in bloody fist fights over the rights to a meadow?


Abraham was pleased when he finished surveying the area which he was now fully determined to own.


He stayed in Klimpfjäll for the winter, since during this time of year there was not much to be done on a new settlement with no house. He trapped ptarmigans, shot a dozen foxes, and one grueling night he saved his own life by breaking the backbone of three howling wolves.


He sold the ptarmigans and furs in Norway, and at the same time took the opportunity to get tools for the summer. Ax, saw, shovel, scythe, twine for nets and so on. The money he made was also enough to buy a heifer from Jon. He did not intend to have any future connection with Klimpfjäll. He had promised Jon not to tell anyone about the missing Mikael, and he would keep that promise.


In the beginning of March, Abraham discovered something, that six months earlier would have made him abandon all plans for this settlement. One of the farmers in Saxnäs was complaining and cursing over the fact that he had been deceived by a fur trader. From his description, Abraham understood that it was the same swindler he had once pulled a knife on. This now meant that he could, without risk, make the long journey to his home, if he wished to.


Abraham did not consider for a moment to leave the mountains. If he left the area, the pre-emptive right to the new settlement at Lake Marssjön would go back to Jon, and Abraham did not intend to give him any undeserved benefits.


Spring was approaching. Abraham’s application had been submitted a long time ago. On the fifteenth of May 1853 a notice was read in Vilhelmina church that the inspection would be held on Monday the eleventh of July. Anyone who considered themselves to have a better claim to the property should appear on that day in Saxnäs village.


*


The evening before the inspection was to take place, Abraham arrived in Saxnäs in his new boat. He brought with him a door, a small lead paned window, an iron pot, and the tools he had purchased in Norway.


At ten o’clock that evening, the inspectors came to the village. It was the police chief P.A. Hellgren from Vilhelmina, the lay judges Salomon Pehrsson from Granliden and Johan Johnsson from Järvsjön.


No one had come to the village to say that they had a better right to the claim at Lake Marssjön. Early the next morning the inspectors were rowed across Lake Kultsjön. The Saxnäs farmers came along to protect their interests during the marking of the property line. It was clear they were sympathetic and wanted to treat the future settler fairly.


When the group arrived at Västra Marssjön, they were met by a man who from the first glance gave Abraham the impression that this was an enemy. The man was Olof Olofsson from Grytsjön, Abraham’s closest neighbor to the east. He was short and stout, and his thick, long arms hung down toward the ground as if pulled by weights. His face was weathered, and his gray eyes had a peculiar expression when he greeted Abraham.


– So, you’re the one who is settling here! he said slowly and flatly.


Abraham felt the heat rising to his face. Was this man intending to scare him away?


– That’s right, he replied grimly. And you’re here to make sure I do not go over your border, I suppose.


Olofsson nodded, and his left eye squinted as if he had his heavy muzzle loader in firing position.


– Yes, although I did not think that anyone would care to have this place inspected. The fact that Jon was here five years ago and looked it over and submitted some kind of application was nothing to worry about, because everyone knew that he would not dare to move here anyway.


– Why is that?


Abraham did not get an answer to that question. The inspectors and the Saxnäs farmers stood off to the side discussing things, and the police chief now called to Abraham that it was time to get started.


The first thing entered in the inspection record was the place where both the house would be built and where the farmed land would be. It was on the sunny side below the wooded, rocky knoll, which rose one hundred and seventy-five meters above Lake Marssjön, overshadowed by Ropen’s gray stone ridge. It was entered in the record that the land here consisted “of coarser and finer, less stone-bound rock soil of a better nature”.


After this was determined and after they had set the fee for the farmed land (three Swedish riksdaler per 1/3 acre), they set out on the walk through the forest, a sweat-dripping journey, which took several hours. Abraham showed them no less than fourteen different bogs and wet hay meadows, located within an area that stretched from southwest to northeast for nearly ten kilometers. Marking the property line towards the Saxnäs farms did not cause any disputes. The Saxnäs farmers even suggested that the property line markers should be put a good distance out on the muorke, which Abraham had feared he would not get anything of. Nor did Olofsson show any intent he wanted to push Abraham as close to the mountain slopes as possible. He showed his papers and as long as he was allowed to keep his wet hay meadows, it didn’t matter to him where the border was drawn. On the north side there was no need to carefully consider the border, since in that direction the desolate mountain range lay like a compact fortress wall against all cultivated land and formed a natural border.


And what would the new settlement be named? Abraham thought Marssjöliden would be appropriate. Erik Eriksson in Saxnäs proposed Mount Marsfjäll, and the police chief wrote Marsliden. Since the new settlement Marsliden was one hundred and ten kilometers from Vilhelmina church, the inspectors decided and put on record that the period of tax exemption should be extended to twenty years, counted from 1854 to 1873.


At six o’clock in the evening the inspection was finished, and the police chief shook Abraham’s hand and wished him every success.


– This is a nice place! he said. Strange that no one has settled here before.


Neither the police chief nor Abraham saw the looks the Saxnäs farmers gave each other or the grim look on Olofsson’s thin lipped mouth.


The inspectors and the farmers from the other side of Lake Kultsjön left the new settlement and disappeared west down to the muorke. But Olofsson was in no hurry to return home. He was sitting on a rock next to the smoldering remains of the fire they had used to make coffee.


There was obviously something he wanted to say, although it took a long time.


– Well, he said suddenly. I’m wondering why Jon left you this place – you had to pay a good penny, I suppose.


There was something deceptive in Olofsson’s gaze that made Abraham think closely before he answered.


– Of course, I had to pay! he said.


– I thought so! Jon’s not one to get rid of something just like that, from what I’ve heard. But this place is not worth many pennies, because you won’t be able to live here.


– Not live here! What do you mean?


– Well, the police chief thought it was strange that no one had had this place inspected before. I thought the Saxnäs farmers would say something, but I suppose they would prefer to remain quiet about it. It is not strange at all, that no one has dared to move here, and it is not going to get any better now, since Mikael disappeared last year.


Abraham could feel his blood run cold. Mikael! What did Olofsson know about Mikael?


– Mikael … who … who is that?


Olofsson cast a long glance to the west, and a strange look came over his face.


– A Lapp boy, he said slowly. He disappeared in Fjällfjällen Mountains last summer. The Lapps believe that he did not disappear naturally, and one can understand that they are a little upset.


– Do they think that anyone… anyone did…


– Yes, that is what they’re saying. And they got a strange look on their faces when they heard that it was someone from Klimpfjäll who was going to settle here.


A drop of sweat penetrated Abraham’s forehead. He had a strong feeling that Olofsson knew how Mikael had disappeared.


– Have you met any of the Lapps?


Olofsson replied that he had last spoken to Niel, Mikael’s older brother, a couple of days ago.


– It sounded like he thought that no one would settle by Lake Marssjön, if Mikael had not disappeared.


Abraham’s face darkened. Was Olofsson trying to trap him?


– Why would that make a difference?


Olofsson said that he did not know, but there was something in his look that caused Abraham’s blood to boil.


– Do you think it was me who ended Mikael?


The other man shrugged.


– I didn’t say that! If that’s what I thought, the police chief would have brought you with him when he was up here.


Abraham made every effort to appear restrained. He got up and almost instinctively reached for his rifle.


– Since you know the Lapps so well, you can tell them that I do not know anything about Mikael. And then you can tell them that they do not scare me.


Olofsson also got up.


– Well, he said. I have warned you, and this place will not be a blessing to you.


Abraham stood and watched his neighbor as he walked east with long steps. Suddenly he shrugged. He would show both Olofsson and the Lapps that he was not one to mess with.


Abraham took the ax and began to cut some spruce boughs. It looked like it was going to rain, and he had to make a shelter.


It was quite late in the evening before Abraham’s spruce bough shelter was ready, and after he had eaten, he crawled in for the night with his loaded rifle close at hand.










CHAPTER THREE


The young settler rose early the next morning. He hadn’t heard anything suspicious during the night. However, his mind was still unsettled. If the Lapps thought that he had something to do with Mikael’s disappearance, it might not be nice to live in Marsliden.


The more Abraham thought about it, the clearer it became to him that he had to try to talk to his neighbors in the mountains – the sooner, the better.


Abraham felt better once he had made the decision to try to reason with the Lapps, and after a meal he took the ax and saw and began to mark out trees, which were suitable to build his house with. It was his intention to cut and gather logs for the cabin. Building the barn would be out of the question for this year. One of the cabin’s two rooms would have to serve as a cowshed for the winter.


After Abraham marked out about twenty mature trees, which grew right next to the spot where the cabin would stand, he cleared away a couple of bushes to be able to cut down the trees. He paused for a few seconds holding the ax with the feeling that this was a significant moment. Here he was, ready to cut down the first tree, and from now on the homestead in Marsliden would be occupied. What no one had dared before, he dared to do now.


Abraham readied himself and swung the ax. The first huge swings bit into the spruce trunk a few inches above the ground. Dull echoes sounded across the mountain hills. But silence followed. There was only a small faint groan to be heard over the nearest bushes.


Abraham stood with one hand propped against the spruce trunk, gasping for breath. He knew exactly how it had happened. In the middle of his swing, the ax glanced off a twig and veered to the side.


His left shoe was almost split in half, and Abraham felt cold sweat begin to seep from his forehead.


He dragged himself back to the shelter. In his birch bark knapsack, he had a clean shirt saved for going to Norway, which he tore into long strips. With his teeth clenched, Abraham exposed his injured foot. A couple of involuntary shivers went up his spine, when he realized that his foot was practically split in half.


Summoning all his willpower, Abraham closed the huge wound and wrapped the shirt strips around it. But they did not help much; they soaked through and stained red in a few seconds. Abraham folded up his coat to use for a bandage. To keep this in place, he had to tear strips of the shirt he was wearing.


Abraham groaned loudly when his foot was wrapped. The whole leg felt heavy and shapeless. The pain was excruciating, and the loss of blood took a heavy toll on his strength. He laid down and touched his hot forehead, which was damp with sweat.


The young settler sat up after a few minutes. It wouldn’t do any good to stay here. He must try to get over to Saxnäs as soon as possible. He did not have food for more than one day, because most of the provisions he had brought with him from Klimpfjäll remained in the boat by Lake Kultsjön.


But it was not just about the food. Even if he had had his shelter filled with food, it would have been necessary to try to leave without delay. The foot needed care – and there was also something else. From the moment the ax’s sharp edge cut into human flesh, it seemed like an ominous weight was covering Marsliden’s new settlement – something gloomy and frightening, which forced Abraham to see the accident for what it was. Marsliden was no longer a good place for a new settlement, but a place where enemy forces had free rein.


Abraham realized that he was now embarking on a journey which might be his last. It was not possible to cross the muorke on one leg without support, so he cut down two young spruces and carved them into a pair of strong poles.


It was already late morning when he finished, and if he was going to make it to Lake Kultsjön before evening, he had to try to leave at once. He packed up his things from the shelter. He held the muzzle loader in his hand for a minute contemplating leaving it behind or bringing it with him. But bringing the gun would be far too cumbersome. The only thing he could bring with him was the reindeer skin he had in the shelter and the food that was left. The skin could be useful down on the muorke. Abraham had an uneasy feeling that it would not be long between rests.


With his reindeer skin rolled up and tied behind his back, Abraham embarked on the arduous journey. He jumped forward on one leg, leaning heavily on the poles. With each hop, his left foot shook, and sharp pain tore through it. Sweat dripped from Abraham’s forehead before he was even fifty meters away from the shelter. But he did not think for a moment to turn around.


After four hours of tremendous effort, Abraham had dragged himself to a stream, which just the day before had been marked as Marsliden’s boundary line to the west. He lay on the reindeer skin on the bank of the stream as if in a deep sleep. He did not seem aware that blood thirsty swarms of mosquitoes were surrounding him, even though his face was swollen with mosquito bites.


Suddenly he turned over and with a groan rubbed his face on the ground. When he sat up, his cheeks and forehead were striped with red lines from mosquito blood and scrapes. He moved with great difficulty. His left leg felt like a huge lump of lead, and he shook feverishly when he grabbed the poles.


The mountain stream had not yet slowed to the gentle current it had in the muorke. The water rushed over slippery rocks and flowed into a swirling pool below a couple of larger boulders, which rose a few decimeters above the surface. Here is where the inspectors had been able to wade across the stream barely getting their feet wet. Normally the stream would not have stopped Abraham for a second. Now he stood watching the rushing water, barely able to keep himself upright. For the past four hours, his healthy leg had been under terrible strain, which, along with the blood loss drained the settler’s strength to the point of despair.


But he had to cross. Following the stream down to the calm waters of the muorke was not appealing. Down there, the water was deeper, the bottom filled with mud and sludge, impossible to cross, even if both legs were usable.


Abraham did not dare to try to jump on to the large boulders. It might have been possible if he had been rested and had taller poles. A few meters above the ford he reached down into the water with the poles. Suddenly his leg slipped into the water, which with a sucking, cold rush came up to his calf.


Abraham stood for a few seconds before attempting another big step. His head ached and pounded, and he had to bite his lip to force back the dizziness creeping up on him, which made him see the water change into red and black.


Abraham put out his poles into the water and nearly fell on his head when one of the poles slipped into a hole. The water rushed around his legs. Big steps were impossible, and Abraham realized that there was only one thing to do.


Half a minute later he crawled, gasping for breath, up the other side of the stream. He had lost his hat and one of the poles. He was dripping wet and shaking from the cold. He took off his vest and shirt and wrung out the icy cold mountain water.


When Abraham was able to continue, he noticed that the reindeer skin had been left on the other side of the stream. There was nothing to be done about that now.


A couple of hours passed. Abraham dragged himself into the muorke, and once out on the muddy ground he was unable to move forward in an upright position. The healthy foot sank down over the ankle, and the pole gave little or no support. Abraham had to crawl. He crawled over swaying tufts of marsh grass, where his hands sometimes lost their grip and sank into the mud that rose above his elbows.


While Abraham struggled mightily, nightmarish thoughts and images entered his exhausted brain. There was Mikael, risen from his undiscovered grave to take revenge. Several times he thought he heard shuffling steps behind him. At one point he gave a small spruce a wide berth, from which glowing eyes seemed to glare at him.


But as the day continued, Abraham became more and more unaware of time and space. He crawled forward almost instinctively, and from time to time he lay for long periods on tufts of grass. He was unable to protect his face from the tormentors of the marshland, which in large swarms sucked until they had had their fill.


The injured settler had been lying under a spruce for a while and was rubbing his face with a piece of damp moss, when he suddenly had an odd feeling that he was not alone. A twig snapped and it seemed as if someone was rubbing against a tree trunk.


Abraham turned cautiously. After his rest, his mind was clear enough to sense danger.


Suddenly, he jerked, and his hands reached for something to hold on to. There – about thirty meters away – stood a bear, rubbing its back against a spruce, shaking the whole tree. Abraham drew his knife, although he was keenly aware that he had no chance of defending himself if the bear attacked him.


The bear had now noticed that someone had invaded his territory. He huffed and sniffed and stroked through the thickets as if to ponder what this would really mean. With swaying, soft steps he moved around Abraham in a tight circle. A curious expression was fixed on his fierce bear face.


Abraham’s heart was pounding. He no longer felt his injured foot. His teeth chattered; spit dripped from the corner of his mouth. It was the terrible bear fever. It crept in like an evil spirit to torture his already frayed nerves.


Suddenly a scream split the evening’s silence, a gurgling, terrified cry from a man in despair.


Abraham stood upright; his face twisted in horror.


– Mikael! he screamed. Mikael!


The answer was a dull, heavy silence, which came rushing down the slopes of Marsfjället Mountain to throw itself over its defenseless prey.


Suddenly, Abraham rushed recklessly forward, trying to escape the horrors of the wilderness, forgetting that he had a foot that could not carry him. He fell to the ground after a few steps and lay there, his head in a bush.


The bear’s circling became tighter and tighter until he stood a couple of meters from Abraham, sniffing suspiciously. But the figure he saw lay motionless, and the forest beast moved forward and snorted the man’s legs, stuck its furry head into the bush and let its tongue run down over the man’s swollen neck.


Abraham was still lying lifeless, and the bear lay down next to the bush and rubbed his nose against one of his paws as if pondering what to do with this strange creature.


It was close to midnight when Abraham let out a faint groan and regained consciousness. He got up on his elbows and shivered from the cold. From the swamps below a raw, cold mist had come rolling in and wrapped the whole muorke in a gray-white haze. But the fog did not manage to fully darken the bright summer night of the northern land. The nearby bushes and trees appeared almost as clearly as during the day.


Abraham’s red-streaked eyes stared in all directions, but there was no sign of the bear.


Almost imperceptibly slipping out of the midnight shadows, the new day began. Abraham crawled towards the west as if guided by some strange instinct…


*


At noon, the farmers in Saxnäs saw a boat drifting in the distance on Lake Kultsjön. There was a light wind from the west, and the boat drifted slowly towards the eastern end of the lake, where it would soon be pulled into the foaming rapids of the Ångermanälven river. The farmers rowed out to recover the boat and found Abraham lying there unconscious in the bottom of it.


It took two months before Abraham had recovered from his adventure as a settler in Marsliden, and he had no desire to return. The things he had left there had been brought back to him by the farmers, and now Abraham was determined to make the long journey to his hometown. The heifer, which was now a cow, had already been sold. Jon had bought it back for the same price that he sold it for last winter. Eric Ericsson was given the boat as compensation for nursing him back to health. After the first snow, which arrived at the end of September, Abraham skied east with the muzzle loader on his back, determined never to return to Marsfjället Mountain again.


In the homes around Lake Kultsjön, they thought Abraham had gotten off lightly. What would have happened to him, if he had been at Lake Marssjön, when the Lapps came around? Now they were more convinced than ever that misfortune and death threatened those who dared to settle on Lake Marssjön. The land had been inspected, but it seemed no settlers would be able to take possession of it.
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