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For Anna; may you find all the lost and stolen pieces






The First Thread

The storm was a gift from the Norns, though he didn’t know it.

The wind—a fluttering of breath from those Sisters of Fate—sent wave after rising wave, rolling at a steady pace from the west. Pushing the trawler away from any hope of land. No longer steering toward the fjords of home, the vessel turned and turned in the endless surge of ocean. The certainty of Norway’s shoreline was lost in the ominous squall lines dripping from the heavens. The sky bruised from blue to black, and the sea’s hunger widened like a gaping yawn. He knew they were done for.

He yelled to his mate to angle the hull into the wind. But a confused swell of square waves—the dread of every sailor and fisherman—breached across the bow, throwing him to the rails. A strike of lightning met the ocean in fury, igniting the water into two massive walls rising on either side of the boat. White knuckles gripping the railing, the two men steeled themselves. The boat flew weightless in free fall. His hands slipped, and he was airborne. The trawler tipped, crashing into the valley between the swells. He heard the terrible rushing sound of water, sucking hungrily at them. He hit the deck sideways, sliding into the cold.

He scrambled to hold on to something, but it was no use. The gods had acted. The weight of water dragged him under, as if an anchor were tied to his legs. He held his breath as long as he could, but fear made him panic. Punching, kicking, thrashing, he fought against the monstrous current. His fervent prayers, swallowed deep into the throat of the sea.

The gods proved fickle that day, though; the waters flipped and whirled, throwing his limp, weak body up to the surface. Spitting him back out, like rotten meat.

Unconscious, he lay flat in the shallows, belly-up. Alone. Cold water rushed up his trouser legs, reaching with icy fingers as the tide washed in. It pushed him sideways, filling his mouth with salt. Sputtering, he rolled over. Retched, and retched again. Crawled out of the waves, then collapsed onto the beach.

A voice had pulled him from sleep. A woman sang a song in a language he did not recognize, the words lilting and long. Somehow, her syllables of sorrow, of distant places and loves he yearned to know, rushed to caress his skin. Am I dreaming? he thought. He opened his eyes, the light blinding him momentarily. Silver-white reflections—like butterflies bobbing up and down in the wake of sunrise—roused him to full consciousness. A clear blue sky was above him. Where am I?

He was nauseated, wary, as if he had a night of drink in him. He tried to remember how he had gotten here—at the shoreline of the end of the world, it would seem—but the stranger’s voice drowned out his thoughts. The song ebbed and flowed, washing over him, oblivious to any presence, lilting over the sand and dancing on the tides, across the pearls of white foam. His eyes searched the beach, almost expecting a creature to rise up out of the dunes. He had heard of such things: half woman, half bird; singing sailors to death, seducing them to choose a watery grave rather than face a dreary life without the rapture of such a voice.

No creature rose up from the sands. Nor did any woman walk on water, beckoning him into the waves. Rather, her presence became known to him through taste, suddenly bursting inside his mouth. Sweetness and a bit of salt—not of the sea, but of the spicy sweat of fruit—fermented and warm, fleshy and moist. Cloudberry? He wasn’t sure. But the flavour was so overwhelming, he sat up, pressing his hand against his lips, sucking tongue against teeth.

It was then that he saw her. Perched on a bed of rock, an island unto herself, a mass of red seaweed and creamy white skin blooming in the shoals. It took him a moment to realize that the only thing she had wrapped around herself was not seaweed but hair, so long and thick it draped down her back, covering everything but her bare feet.

He didn’t move. She kept singing, her hands dipping into the water. Pulling up sea-grass, shells, and pebbles, she placed them in front of her. Her clothes lay behind her. Drying out on the rocks, he thought.

He stood quietly, unsteadily.

Her head rotated slowly, as if sensing his presence; his body plunged forward in a graceful dive.

The last wail of her song echoed into the wind. Her thick grey cloak, secured in his grasp.



The rescue boat came before the sun reached its peak. Minutes after her hands had pulled him out of the ocean, after he had folded her safely in his arms. She had welcomed him without words, her song vanishing into the surf. Silently, she lay down, her hair tumbling in thick tentacles over the edges of rock. The array of specimens she had collected—a puzzle she had been piecing together—a bed of chaos and sharpness beneath them.

Her body opened to him in those shoals, a white flower of spice and sweat, receiving him so sweetly, so easily. In the shallows of invisible creatures, he whispered the names of the gods over and over into her copper hair. The waves rocked his body into hers, each thrust binding them together. The delicate puzzle of sea treasures lost in the deep.






What Was

The midwife pulled the blue thing out of her.

Wriggling and quiet, fitting perfectly in the palm of the old crone’s hand. Tiny limbs flailing, stretching up and out; the webbing between each finger and toe translucent in the light of the lantern.

“Oh… Gud i himmelen… a caulbearer.”

The old crone sucked in a breath, holding the baby at arm’s length for the mother to see. Tremors ran up and down Maeva’s legs on the birthing stool. She needed to lie down, but the midwife forced her to see. The blue creature squirmed in the woman’s grip. The scrunched face hidden under a second skin.

“So it is true, what they say about you,” she said to Maeva. “Count your blessings you’re married to a fisherman, jente.” Shaking her head, she laid the newborn at the edge of the bed, rubbing the tiny body to warm it up. The cord between mother and child still pulsing.

The fishwife collapsed sideways onto the straw mattress. The belief—that a caul could protect a sailor from drowning—offered no consolation to her. A child born with such an oddity would surely be seen as an ominous sign. Especially in the remote village of Ørken.

Maeva knew what was coming, all her fears now birthed beside her. She breathed in the scent of her own insides: blood, feces, vomit. The dark soil that was woman, thick in the air. The earthy scent of juniper branches, burning in the hearth to stave off evil spirits, not enough to mask her own stench. An unexpected contraction gripped her. She curled up in pain, rolling onto her back.

Is there a twin?

The old woman clicked her tongue in acknowledgement, then placed the baby on Maeva’s chest. She tucked a clean swatch of cloth, no bigger than a tea towel, over the infant.

Maeva felt a strange tugging inside her pelvis as the midwife moved and fussed with the wiggling creature, the umbilical cord thick as a rope. She peered down at this miniscule animal. Her own hands moved slowly, as if in water, an invisible resistance dragging on her. She held them inches away from the baby, uncertain, hesitant. Afraid.

Will you live?

Helgar wiped her hands on her apron, humming an old Norse melody to the child. It calmed Maeva, enough to allow her arms to settle on her swollen stomach, inches from the baby. The midwife picked up a knife, her palms smeared with blood. She lifted the child’s head in one hand. Her gnarled fingers worked efficiently, cutting away the veil on the baby’s face in two quick motions.

Tiny nostrils flared, filling with air.

Thank the gods. Maeva exhaled, unaware she had been holding her breath.

Helgar lifted an eyebrow. “Yes, that’s it. Breathe. Both of you.” She waited for the pulsing of the umbilical cord to stop. Then, in one quick slice, the child was cleaved from her mother.

Maeva was surprised to feel absolutely nothing, this bridge of life suddenly so irrelevant and unnecessary. The child, now a separate being, no longer a part of her.

Helgar slid the birthing stool out of the way, then moved the baby to lie on the blanket inside the cradle.

A wave of nausea overcame Maeva. She closed her eyes. Trying to keep still. Felt hands pressing hard on her belly, the midwife’s weight bearing down. She winced and moaned as her womb protested. Maeva opened her eyes in a panic. Am I going to die? The next few pushes were almost unbearable as the stout hag leaned her entire body on top of her, lifting off the floor. Finally, in one single violent gush, she felt her insides let go. The afterbirth slid out in glorious, agonizing relief.

It had been a long labour—a week since early contractions buckled her to her knees on the porch; two days since Maeva had sent her husband to hike the mountain pass in the cloak of night to fetch Helgar Tormundsdatter. The old woman followed Pieter to the cabin to find Maeva sweating, cursing, moaning. At this moment, dusk settled like dust on the two exhausted women. It was a calm evening, the wind having died down to a mere whisper in the long grass surrounding the cottage. A distant howl echoed in the valley dwarfed by the silhouette of a mountain. Framed by a purple and green aurora flickering across the sky, Ørkenfjell was an imposing presence. A giant to be feared. But tonight, the inlet of water and rock seemed asleep. Innocent as a babe.

Helgar gestured to the window. “Early in the season to see such colour above the fjord.”

Maeva said nothing but understood the midwife’s concern. Could almost hear the woman’s thoughts. Sky dancers: the ghosts of the dead. Coming to claim souls.

The old woman sang to herself, ignoring the howling outside. But the hairs on the back of Maeva’s neck stood up at the eerie sound, and she shivered. Helgar turned the oil lamp up. She leaned in closer, inspecting the placenta between the young mother’s legs.

Maeva lifted her head to see. Blood and goo. Flesh, but not another baby. Takk, Freyja. She dropped her head back onto the mattress.

Helgar inhaled deeply, nodding at the scent. “This is good. Healthy.”

Not this time, sky dancers. Maeva sent a prayer upwards, her worry subsiding.

She watched with curiosity as the midwife scooped the remains of her insides into a pan, then scored it with the shape of a cross. Helgar muttered to herself as she did this, making Maeva wonder. Do you fear me, as the villagers do?

“We can bury it… or burn it. Or chop it up into a stew. Perhaps make a powder for tea. It will do you good.”

Maeva shook her head, unable to hide her repulsion.

The old woman shrugged, her attention back on the child. Picking up the baby to examine, she spread the tiny webbed fingers. She rubbed the skin to get the circulation moving, but the blue remained. She frowned. Maeva kept silent, watching as Helgar pinched the webbing. She pressed a little harder, marking it with a fingernail. The child made no sound, felt no pain it seemed. Lifting a diminutive blue foot, as if wanting the old woman to take notice, the baby fanned five webbed toes, each one perfectly round like a tiny pebble. Helgar tried to smile, but Maeva could see the strain in it. The child closed her eyes, content. Without asking—without even a second glance at the mother—Helgar pulled scissors out of her apron pocket and held the newborn’s foot tightly in one hand. She began snipping the web with precision.

Maeva tensed, but made no move to stop her. Perhaps if we catch it early…

The baby yawned.

“Such an entrance into the world,” Helgar mused, speaking to the newborn as if she could understand every word. The infant stretched small sausage arms.

Maeva’s eyes welled up. Weeks early, webbed fingers and toes, blue up to the elbows and knees, wearing a mask of skin—

“And now, hardly any sound. Even when cut.” Helgar finished the last slice of skin, placing the scissors in her apron pocket. “A quiet one. Be thankful for this small mercy from God.” She placed the child on her mother’s chest once more, tucking a blanket around them both, then moved to spread Maeva’s legs.

Maeva suffered through fingers probing into her, feeling more blood escape. She leaned toward the bucket beside the headboard, half filled with vomit, and closed her eyes. The repercussions of birthing such a child… She knew what would be said, the accusations already taking shape. Her baby was living proof. The village women had been clucking and pecking about her since she arrived last year. It seemed their prayers had been answered. Maeva opened her eyes to look at the little blue thing. What will stop them now?

Perhaps Maeva should accuse them of cursing her. Of using magic to sicken her baby inside the womb. That would explain the strangeness of such a child as this. That would be justice. She almost smiled, imagining the shock on their prim mouths.

Helgar dipped her wrinkled hands into a bowl of warm water, rinsing the knife and scissors. “Children born under the caul have the second sight. They have powers beyond this world.” She grunted. “Not a good thing in this village.” She pocketed her knife. “You a Lapp, girl? A northerner? I’ve seen such things up there, in Finnmark.”

Maeva tried not to react. She shook her head. No, not a Lapp. Not from the north at all. From somewhere else entirely… Saying nothing, she struggled to sit up, holding the baby awkwardly. Her legs were smeared in blood, the hot swamp of creation still oozing out of her.

Helgar reached for a clean cloth and pressed it between Maeva’s thighs to catch the bleeding.

“Sit on that straw bale for a few days, at most a week—if you bleed more than that, drink a tankard of hot brandy and pepper. Then send for me.”

Maeva’s eyes widened.

Helgar waved at her. “Oh, it’s all right. You won’t die. And neither will she.” The old woman picked up the child, gripping her head and bottom, holding her out for Maeva to see. The webbing cut back, the baby almost seemed normal. Except for the discolouration of limbs.

“It’s a girl.”

Maeva blinked through watery eyes.

“Come now, no time for tears—she’s hungry.”

Maeva watched as the infant rooted for something to suck on. But she didn’t reach for her.

Helgar sighed. “It’s not so bad, girl. I will take the caul with me—I’m sure some fisherman will pay a good price. But the child—she’s yours.”

The accusation was subtle, but Maeva felt it. She frowned. “I would never—”

“Stop your worry—I won’t tell a soul about her. Or any of this. I was never here.”

Maeva teared up even more, her gratitude sincere.

“You mustn’t fret—she’s perfectly healthy, despite her size. Despite…”

Maeva bit back the words. Being blue.

“No turning back now. The labour is only the beginning—it’s God’s way. To prepare us womenfolk for the real work.”

In response, a shooting pain seared through Maeva’s left breast. The child gurgled again. If only she could sleep for a moment. She closed her eyes, felt the old woman fumbling with the buttons on her nightgown. She shifted on the pillow to allow it. A swollen breast fell out, and the child’s mouth latched on with urgency. A throb, then pleasurable relief—a confusing combination—flowed through Maeva. She opened her eyes.

The midwife chuckled. “Now that’s a good sign, isn’t it?”

Maeva managed a half-hearted smile. She rested her hand next to the girl’s tiny head. Her hair was soft, fuzzy, and white. Like down on a baby duckling.

“Pull her close—she won’t lose her latch, that one. She’s a fighter.”

Maeva held her breath, tentatively cradling her arm around her daughter’s tiny form. A blue hand fluttered out of the blanket, then floated to rest comfortably on the swell of her bosom. Maeva flinched ever so slightly.

The midwife didn’t seem to notice. “What shall I tell him?”

Maeva considered. “Tell him he has a daughter.” She paused, then said pointedly, “That’s all.”

The old woman nodded. “Keep an eye on the bleeding. Drink some yarrow tea, soak yourself in milfoil. A cup of dark ale will help with let-down.” She shrugged. “The baby’s hands and feet—I did what I could. The web may grow back. The skin needs more warming, perhaps. Pray it fades, jente.”

Maeva nodded, knowing it wouldn’t. How would she hide such an obvious deformity?

Helgar picked up the birthing stool and the pile of bloody sheets. “Will you make a stew?” She gestured to the placenta. “Best thing for new mothers. Wards off sickness. And evil.”

Maeva swallowed and shook her head, trying to suppress yet another wave of nausea. “But… leave the caul.”

The woman clucked—in admiration or criticism, Maeva couldn’t tell—then dropped the small bundle of skin on the bed. “Suit yourself.”

“Takk skal du ha,” Maeva said quietly. “My husband has coin for you.”

The old woman grunted again and waved her off, taking one last look at the baby bird in her arms. “She’ll survive, she’s strong. Keep her out of sight for a while, hmm? And swaddle her tightly. Don’t forget a bit of silver—a needle or shilling—sewn into the hem. To ward off the huldrefolk.” Helgar shifted her gaze back to the young mother.

Maeva blinked as though she didn’t understand.

She had heard the word before; it was something the church hens called her, behind her back at the market. Half woman, half troll. A suspiciously beautiful girl hiding a tail under her skirts. Though after tonight, the midwife couldn’t possibly believe such rumours.

“God natt, Maeva Aldestaed.”

The mother watched as the old woman waddled out of the room and then lumbered down the ladder stairs, bags teetering on both shoulders.

Maeva held her breath, listening.

In hushed tones, the news of a daughter was shared.






Wolf

The wolf watched from the edge of the tree line, crouching in the long grass. His animal eye fixed on the cabin.

He was a slave to the scent of blood. The wind thrust the smell upon him, forcing him to follow the signs, breathing it in. Across rivers and forests, mountains and meadows, for days on end, he followed the trace. He didn’t sleep or eat. Nothing else mattered.

A wild arc of green light shimmered down toward the cottage, surrounding it in a watery halo. A breeze swayed across the tops of the trees, lifting the celestial skirt of the aurora. A sure sign that the child would arrive tonight. He sniffed the air. The house oozed her distinctive aroma, a scent of something not quite animal, not quite human. The smell of the sea. Inside, a man paced to and fro, pausing every so often at the window, his bearded face lined with worry.

Husband. The word floated up from somewhere deep inside him. His jaw clenched.

Short rasps and moaning from inside the cottage shivered across his fur. Or perhaps it was the trace of a hand stroking the length of his spine. Sometimes he could see her, edges blurred but dancing in his mind. Tonight, he heard her. The call, haunting, as if underwater.

He crawled a little closer, sniffing in every last bit of the tangy aroma. He waited for the man—husband—to open the door, or a window. Imagined leaping across the threshold, sinking his teeth into his throat. Shaking him until he bled out. Still and lifeless. Then snatching the child for himself.

He shook his fur instead. He knew he must wait. That to force himself upon her would accomplish nothing. That it would break the rules. He had lived long enough to know that this world—every world—was governed by rules. Laws that reigned over existence, controlling every form of being, human or otherwise. Even in dream time. He knew that to deny these laws, to willfully rebel, was to choose heavy consequences.

The door opened suddenly. An old woman hobbled out into the night. Instinctively, he pulled back on his haunches. Ready to attack. The smell of Maeva was thick on her, wafting from the bundle she carried.

His blood quickened. His muscles contracted, his mouth salivating.

Just before he leaped, a cry erupted from the cottage. It stopped him in his tracks.

An almost human smile spread across his jowls. He waited for the old woman to disappear into the woods.

Then howled back, loud enough for both mother and child to hear.






What Was

She heard the midwife telling Pieter to wait, that mother and baby needed rest, time to acquaint themselves. Then the door opened and slammed, a cool draft sneaking its way into the warm cottage and upstairs.

The baby stiffened, shivering at the rush of cold. She let out a small yowl.

Maeva didn’t have much time. She knew her husband; he would not wait long to lay claim to his child, and his wife. Though she could not blame him. She had been in bed for over a month, bleeding intermittently. Pieter had been worried, forcing her to stay still, even threatening to fetch the district doctor. But Maeva knew that such a request would only feed the town gossip; she didn’t want more reason for suspicion.

The midwife herself arrived under a crescent moon, on foot. Following Pieter’s horse from a distance. A shadow in the night, unnoticed. If anyone understood discretion, it was Helgar Tormundsdatter, the village klok kvinne, Ørken’s unofficial healer. She was shunned by the church, but she still managed to work steadily, in secret. Surely Helgar knew every man’s personal property intimately: Every attic, mud cellar, and barn loft. Every back room and pantry. For that was how she did her work, right under their noses. Maids and mistresses, wives and widows; each had a story that could not be repeated, a story that was somehow attached to Helgar’s cures. Confidentiality, an unspoken contract, taken seriously by anyone who called for her, according to Pieter. That was what convinced Maeva she would be safe in the old woman’s hands. Despite her being unlicensed and untrained.

The child’s mouth pulled at Maeva’s nipple, determined to keep feeding. She peered down at this newly born thing. Her hand enveloped the baby almost completely. She watched the eagerness of her suckling with fascination and suspicion—this elfling, both familiar and strange in her animal-like hunger. Her own life suddenly so transformed.

And what of your life, my love?

The question was suddenly there, unbidden and strong.

For a moment, she allowed herself to think of him. Feeling him close, his breath on her cheek, his fingers in her hair… The child wailed, unlatching. Instinctively, Maeva began rocking to soothe her. The baby rooted for her breast, then nestled in again. She shifted to lie on her side, placed an arm around her daughter to keep her close and safe, then closed her eyes.

Just a little sleep…

The caul. Maeva forced herself awake. Still slightly bloodied, the translucent skin lay beside her, glistening in the candlelit room. Tracing a finger along the spidery pattern of veins, she marvelled at the delicate edges fanning out like a miniature tree. There was still a faint pulse, the hue changing ever so slightly—purple, then pink, darkening to blue—with each beat. The mystery of such a thing, hidden elegantly inside a mere scrap of skin.

But it was no surprise to her; she herself was born under the veil.

She whispered to her daughter. “Not to worry… It is how all of our kind enter the world.” She fingered the soft papery texture, then lifted the child’s webbed hand off her chest. Examining the similarities, the otherworldly luminescence.

She had no choice; she had to hide it.

Maeva pulled the child off her chest, placing her on the bed. She worked quickly, the gurgles of her daughter making her breasts drip. She snipped the caul, her sewing scissors slicing it cleanly in two. Each half into another half, then another and another, until the entire caul was a pile of small pieces, each no bigger than a thumb. She watched the pulsing slow, then die off, soft pink to translucent white. Until all that was left were thin, delicate triangles of dead skin.

Pieter entered the room as she pushed the pile under the bed.

She managed to smile. Standing unsteadily, blood dripped down her legs.

She gestured to the child. On cue, the baby mewed out a small cry.

The new father rushed to his daughter, smitten already.






What Is

The best thing about being small: I can hide in plain sight, without being seen.

The worst thing about being small: I can hide in plain sight, without being seen.

I hid the day I was born, a ghost-girl curling up beside Mamma, while she pushed and squeezed my baby body into the world. I know that sounds like a made-up story, but I remember every bit of it. I was in two places at once. Here and there. I remember floating on the wind, the howl of a lone wolf flying through the trees, pulling me to and fro, inside and outside the cottage, inside and outside Mamma’s big belly. She didn’t know. She was too scared to see. So scared, she was whiter than the moon. Her red hair sweaty and dark. Like rivers down her back. I brushed it aside, put my ghost hand on her head to calm her. It was hot and damp, and she shook and shook, like a rabbit. I whispered sweet things into her ear, while the old lady caught hold of my baby head and pulled me out. She didn’t see the other me either, of course—no one knew I was a ghost in the room.

But I know it happened. I remember being born.

“Enough stories, Leidah. Enough of this nonsense. Go feed the chickens.” Mamma shakes her head. She drops the basket of washing on the ground.

I squint up at the summer sun. “It’s going to rain.”

Mamma squints back at me. “Is it, now? And what makes you think such a thing, with the sun shining high in the sky?”

I shrug. I don’t say that the air is sad. That the trees are sad, too. That the sun is never happy enough to last.

I don’t bother to tell Mamma that her clothes won’t dry today. She won’t believe me. I dig my toe into the grass. She reaches into the pile of wet clothes. Shakes out Pappa’s trousers with a snap. I peep at her sideways, without actually looking. Bite a fingernail.

“I even remember the blanket you used to wrap me up in. It was red with patches. How would I know that if I wasn’t there, Mamma?”

Her eyes roll up to the clear blue sky. Her hand waves in the air, at bugs I can’t see.

“You were there, child—you wouldn’t be standing in front of me today if it were otherwise. But to remember any of this, as a mere babe—let alone be two places at once—it’s… it’s simply not possible.” She pins the pants to the line, hanging between two trees. “It’s a good story, I will admit.” She reaches to pull my fingers away from my mouth. “Such a bad habit.”

I bite my lip instead. I watch a caterpillar crawl across the grass toward my foot and wiggle my toes, feeling the webby bits stretch and pull.

“Then how do I know other things, Mamma? Things about that day? How do I know about the old lady?” I bend down to watch the caterpillar squirm through the grass, moving my toes a little closer. “Sometimes I see her walking. But she doesn’t have any feet.” I stop and think. “I guess it’s more like floating than walking. The old lady never touches the ground.”

She holds Pappa’s shirt by the sleeves. The collar falls forward, like it’s bowing its head. Like she’s about to dance with a man who isn’t there.

I wonder at the thing that might convince her. It comes out so quiet, I hardly hear it myself. “I couldn’t see that night. Something covered my eyes. Then the old woman cut it away. I saw everything after that.”

Her arms drop the shirt. The invisible man, gone.

“I heard things, too… A wolf. Howling.”

She rubs her forehead. She must have a headache. The only thing I can see is her mouth. Lips pressed hard.

“Enough. Nonsense.” She points to the barn. “Chickens. Now.”

I jump a little at each word, standing up. Marching up the steps onto the porch, stomping as loudly as I can, I ignore the pointed finger and the hungry chickens. I stop and spin around, feeling taller on the porch.

“I know things, Mamma.”

Her eyes get really small.

“You can’t tell me I don’t.” I open the door before she can say another word. “I remember it better than you.”

Slam. The door bangs behind me.

I close my eyes and wait. Nothing happens, but I can feel her, all tight and jittery on the other side of the door.

“Just do as she tells you, Lei-lee. Be a good girl, ja?” Pappa says.

I huff toward the fire, where he is sitting, and he pulls me onto his knee, the rock of the chair soothing me, back and forth, back and forth.

After I stop huffing, I shove my thumb between my teeth, biting and sucking back tears.

Sometimes, I hate her.

“It is good for us to hold our tongues, child,” he says. “It keeps us out of trouble.”

He smirks, his scruffy black beard covering his mouth. One eyebrow up, the other down. Then, like magic, there is a toy in his hand.

I grin. It’s a doll—my dukke—the one Mamma made me before I was born. She used to have red yarn for hair, and a pretty apron. But now, she’s naked, with no face. I grab at her, putting her under my chin. Then I bite at the web of skin in between my fingers. “But you believe me, right, Pappa? I was there, you know.”

Both eyebrows go up. “Of course you were, child. It was a day none of us could forget. Even the wind remembers. It roared around the house for days before you came, and then, nothing.” He snaps his fingers, leaning in to whisper in my ear. “I remember listening to the quiet, thinking, This child must be special, to make even the wind stop its shouting.”

I giggle. He smiles and pulls me close. I snuggle into him, nuzzling his beard to my cheek, feeling better already. He tells me of his pacing. Eight steps across the floor of the cottage, one for each month of my growing, his feet pacing one way, then back again, five, six, maybe seven hours of walking, each step a prayer for my safe coming.

“I wished you into being, even before you were the size of a pin inside Mamma’s belly.”

I stop biting my finger. “I was never that small, was I?”

“Of course you were! And I sang songs of the sea into Mor’s belly, making up rhymes with different names—Jens for a boy, Clara for a girl—testing them out on my tongue with different voices. Sometimes lullabies, sometimes shouts: ‘Jens, you dropped the eggs!’ ‘Clara, how could you ruin your Sunday dress?’ It drove Mor mad, those songs, those voices. All that practice.”

Pappa’s brown eyes shine. We watch the fire dance and spit in the hearth.

I frown. “But I’m not a Clara or a Jens, Pappa.”

“Nei, jente. You are Leidah. My Lei-lee.”

I nod, smug. I let the doll sit on my lap and squeeze Pappa’s hands.

“Careful, now. These old fingers ache sometimes.”

I let go. “Because of all the fish you catch?”

Pappa wiggles them. “Because of all the fish. And don’t forget about the sea monsters.”

We hear Mamma climb the porch steps. He stops rocking.

I don’t ask why I am Leidah and not Clara. My hands curl inside Pappa’s. His fingers are red and swollen. Mine are blue, and thin like sticks. The web between each finger almost see-through.

Definitely not a Clara’s hands. Or a Jens’s. These hands are Leidah’s hands. Small and ugly. Like my name, though I don’t tell Pappa. It starts pretty, but ends in a hard thud. Lie-duh. Leidah, the girl who has to hide her ugly hands and feet; whose mor has to cut and hide a little ugly piece of her, every week. Leidah, who, one day, will have so much of her ugliness cut away, there will be nothing left. Only ugly blue bones.

“Why did I come out blue, Far?”

He shifts me to his other knee. “Because you’re special, child… It is God’s gift of specialness.”

I roll my eyes. “Mor doesn’t think so.”

Pappa makes a face.

“Lei-lee, don’t be so easily fooled. Your mor thinks you are special. But she wants you to be able to do ordinary things. So she makes sure you can do everything other children can.”

I scrunch up my nose. “Like washing and cooking.”

He laughs. “And feeding the chickens. Which you haven’t done today?”

I ignore the question. “Then why can’t I go into town? Go to school, like the other children?”

We hear Mamma stomping her feet on the mat; then she opens the door. “Because your mor thinks it’s best.” He kisses my forehead, shifting me off his lap. “Go on, now—go collect some eggs so Mor and Far can talk, ja?”

“Ja. First I need to get my apron.”

I hold on to my dukke. Pappa pushes me to the ladder stairs. I climb with her under my arm. Then I sneak to sit against the railing. I hug my legs into my chest, sitting the dolly on top of my knees, hiding most of my face. Maybe they won’t see me, right, dukke? My heart beats so loud, I am sure Far can hear it all the way downstairs. I peer over the landing, my forehead almost between the bars. He stands, hands on hips. I hear the door shut, and then the creak of the chair. I can see him at the fire. He picks up the poker.

“What is it?” Mamma asks.

“I spoke with Pastor Knudsen yesterday. In the village.”

The laundry basket drops to the floor. “Oh? About what?”

He waits, and then says, “Leidah attending church.”

My mother spins to face him. Her long braid swinging down her back like a rope. “We tried that, remember? Once was enough. It’s not something any of us want to repeat.”

“But she’s older now—people change, Mae.”

“People do not change. If you send our child into that—that—hell again, she will suffer. We all will—and it will be your fault. Can you live with that?”

“The Ørken church is anything but hell, Mae. Don’t be sacrilegious.”

Mamma laughs. “I would have to be religious to commit such a sin.” She takes the poker from him, shoving it into the heat. “They eat people alive.”

Pappa makes a face.

“Why now, Pieter? What’s happened?”

“There’s a new shipmaster from Stavanger at the harbour. He’s hiring for the winter—”

“No one hires through the winter.”

“The pay is good, Mae. I need the work.”

Mamma stops stirring the fire.

“They need more men on the boats… To follow the herd up the coast to their feeding ground.”

She turns, holding the poker like a sword. But says nothing.

“They need men who know the western coastline, who know the weather… And we both know only Christians will be hired.” Far pulls the poker from her hands and sets it beside the fire. “This will never change. Not in this town. Men pray to a single God and bow their heads on Sundays, even if they whisper Odhinn’s name to the wind. If I want steady work, I must do the same.”

Mor hugs herself.

He puts his hands on her shoulders. “We need the money. We need our daughter to eat through the winter. And you—how else will we fatten you up to have another child?”

She pulls away.

“Maeva, please. We only feed the gossip by hiding her. Hiding you.” He pulls her to him, lifting her chin.

“I want to keep her safe.”

“As do I. But it’s been seven years since her birth. Surely the danger is no longer what it once was. It’s time, Mae… Please.”

A clap of thunder makes all of us jump.

Mamma runs to the door. “The clothes!”

I go to the bedroom window, watching them. They rush about the yard, pulling shirts and sheets off the line. The sky opens up as soon as they reach the porch. I hear them laugh. The rain shushes down, telling all of us to hush. I walk away from the window and hug dolly.

They don’t feel the sadness in the air.

They don’t feel the danger coming, riding in on the wind.






What Was

After the storm, the rain had pounded for hours, finally slowing to a light drizzle, then shaped into a foggy mist. The air, so damp it showered them in slickness. The fury of wind had subsided, the waves surprisingly calm. As if no tragedy had occurred.

The blond man jumped off the trawler and onto the pier. He grabbed the massive rope, securing the bowline to the dock. The other man—the darker, bearded one; the one Maeva couldn’t quite look at in the eye—whistled once from the back of the boat. She stole a sideways glance at his hands, moving deftly, weaving the rope around a cleat. Round and round, he pulled and tightened, until the sway of the boat almost stopped. She experienced a sudden flash of those same hands gripping her hips back on the island… She leaned over the side of the railing, her stomach queasy. Swallowing a taste of sea-water, she sank to the deck floor, huddling under the blanket he had given her.

Even though the wind had died down, the bite of the coming winter was sharp. The mist suddenly vanished; in its place, weightless white fluff fell around Maeva. The first snow. Underwater, she had always felt warm, but here, exposed to the frigid elements, she shivered. She tried not to panic. Her breath came in short rasps. Her only thought, looping into a tangled knot in her mind: How will I get back?

It was her own fault. Her sisters had warned her not to take so many risks.

The burly man called from the pier. “She’s as secure as she can get. Takk.”

Maeva understood the words enough to wonder, was he referring to the boat or her?

The bearded man moved to the helm, stood with his hands on his hips in front of her, with a confidence that spoke of conceit, a man used to adoration. “I should be the one thanking you. It was quite a rescue.” Though he spoke to his friend, his eyes fixated on her huddled body.

Her eyes darted away, to the sea. Searching for some sign of rescue herself. Perhaps her sisters had seen what had happened. Perhaps they were biding their time, waiting for the right moment? Her mind, beginning to fray at the edges.

Where are you, my love, when I need you the most?

“I don’t even want to think about what could have happened if I hadn’t gone after you.” The blond man boarded the trawler, his tone serious. “Though it seems like you still managed to bring in quite a catch.”

The two stood side by side, staring at her.

Maeva sensed the animal in them. She shifted away, pulling the blanket tighter, tucking her legs completely into herself. Trying to shrink. Wishing she could dive back into the water. But now, she was weak, vulnerable. She wouldn’t get far. Not in this cold.

She leaned her head against the side of the boat, hitting something.

“Careful,” the blond man said.

She craned her neck as he reached above her. She stared, having only seen such a thing at a distance. The stuff of cautionary tales, told by her sisters to frighten her, from the time she was a toddler. The long-handled pickaxe had a blunt edge, for bludgeoning. The other end, a spiked hook.

For gutting an animal from gullet to groin.

Her breath quickened. The men didn’t notice.

The blond man scratched at reddish stubble on his chin. He gestured to the village up the hill. “I will head Innesbørg off at the pass. Someone will have to tell the wife.” He paused, then murmured, “Widow, I mean.”

The other one took his wool cap off. “I will do it. She shouldn’t hear it from anyone else.” His voice cracked.

The blond man nodded, but said nothing.

Maeva tried to quiet her fear, focusing on the words of the two men. She wondered at the cause of the wreck: Did he go out with a crew, despite gales the size of a cyclone?

“Go ahead, Hans. Say it.” His voice was low, trembling. “You warned me. I didn’t heed the warning. Antum is gone because of my stubborn ways.” He put his cap back on, pulling it down low over his brow.

Hans opened his mouth to speak, then shut it.

They both stared at the horizon. Silent, lost in thought.

Maeva took the opportunity to crawl away from the railing, toward the helm. She could reach the galley if she was fast enough; perhaps their grief could be her escape. She stood and moved across the slippery deck in three strides, holding the blanket around her shoulders with one hand, the other hand at the ready, to take back what was hers. Her eyes were frantic, quickly landing on the treasure under the wheel. She lunged, fingers stretched to snatch it.

All of a sudden, his face was in front of her, his lips almost touching her forehead. Her hand shrank back.

He didn’t seem to understand her actions. “You must be cold. Hans, we need to find some clothing for—for… Hva heter du?” he asked her.

Hans shook his head. “We already tried speaking to her, Pieter. She’s clearly not from here. She won’t understand the common tongue.”

Maeva didn’t correct him.

“Let me try,” Pieter said. He dropped Maeva’s treasure into a fish barrel, then pivoted around. He grasped her shoulder. She jerked out of his grip. His eyes registered surprise, hurt. She ignored him anyway, steadied her gaze on the barrel.

His hand patted his chest. “Pieter. Pieter Aldestaed.” He moved his finger to touch her, then pulled back. Hovered it above her heart. “And you are…?”

She waited, not wanting him to know how much she comprehended. Somehow, their not knowing her name kept the two men at a distance. He repeated his name again, hitting himself more urgently. Maeva stared blankly at him.

Hans pointed to the village. “I’ll go tell the magistrate; hopefully we can find some clothing for her.” He shook his head at Pieter. “Good luck. I think you’re going to need it.”

Pieter nodded, then called after him. “Don’t tell him everything. Remember what we agreed.”

What had they agreed? Maeva wondered. She realized that if she didn’t speak up at some point, she might never go home.

“Maeva.” She whispered her name, so low he had to lean in.

“Hva? Say it again.” His eyes gleamed with success.

She cleared her throat and said it louder. “Is mise Maeva… Tha mi airson a dhol dhachaigh.”

“I don’t understand—tell me again.”

Maeva said it one more time, with force. I want to go home.

“Nei. I still don’t know what you’re saying.”

“I should hope not, Pieter Aldestaed. Sounds like nonsense to me,” a woman’s voice interrupted from below, on the dock. “Now where’s my husband?”

Pieter’s face crumbled at the question. In an instant, he became a small boy, caught doing something terrible. He searched Maeva’s eyes—for help or sympathy, she wasn’t sure. As if she could save him from drowning. As if she were his lifeboat.

She balled up her hands into fists.

The woman persisted. “Where is Antum? Most likely drunk, I’m sure. I’ve waited a fortnight, and I shan’t wait any longer. And who the devil is up there with you?”

Pieter touched Maeva’s wrist, ignoring her flinch, then spun to the ladder to climb off the boat. Before he did, he closed the lid on the barrel, securing the metal latch with a click.

Maeva cursed silently. She waited for him to descend, then pulled at the latch, trying to be as quiet as possible. It didn’t budge. She snuck past the barrel, staying out of sight to peer over the edge of the railing.

A middle-aged woman in a black wool cloak and bonnet stood with arms crossed, her face pinched into a scowl.

“Hilsener, Fru Vebjørnsdatter. Jeg beklager…”

Maeva watched the dark-haired man struggle to find the right words. The shape of letters that would grind this woman to dust. Shrink her into half of what she used to be: a wife without a husband.

Maeva was fascinated at the change, the animal in him gone. Replaced by something gentle, careful. Almost loving.

His words floated in the salty air. Hovering, then sinking into soft flesh.

Maeva could feel the woman’s heart reshaping itself. Shrinking, dying.

Time suspended—disbelief, denial lengthening each second—until he repeated the words, again and again. The horrible news, finally solidifying into a violent truth.

The widow tilted her head, beginning to tremble, shattering into ugly fragmented sobs, her legs buckling. Pieter caught her easily, holding her tightly in his arms. She keened uncontrollably, sharp gusts of breath expelling from her contorted mouth.

Maeva didn’t move. Uncomfortable, awkward.

Pieter’s eyes, full of guilt.

He absorbed all of it, the earthquake of grief crashing through his solid frame. Minutes passed. The entire time, he held Maeva in his gaze.

She couldn’t tear herself away, feeling his desperate need for her to be his witness. Confused by her captor’s tenderness, Maeva wondered, Who will be my witness?



The widow stepped back abruptly. Wiping her eyes with a handkerchief from her apron, she straightened her skirt and bonnet, a surprising calm overcoming her. The storm of woe replaced with curmudgeonly determination. It was then that she looked up.

Maeva wanted to smile, but her mouth wouldn’t cooperate.

The widow glowered, scrutinizing every unkempt detail. Maeva reached a hand up to tame her dishevelled mass of red curls. Tugging at the blanket to hide herself, she was startled by the shame she felt; never before had she been embarrassed by her own flesh. Then, finally, the widow crossed her arms, as if a judgement or decision had been made. Ice-blue eyes, more bitter than the winter wind, pierced into Maeva.

Pulling herself up to her full height, Maeva met the woman’s gaze directly.

There was a slight retraction of the widow’s head. Her nose lifted upwards, her face pinching into sourness, as if smelling something afoul in the air.

Pieter cleared his throat.

Birgit sniffed. “What is this?”

Pieter stepped toward Maeva. He turned to the widow, with Maeva above him at the railing. The words tumbled out. “We rescued her. She’s my… Maeva.”

Maeva’s eyes widened.

“My”?

The widow’s face mirrored hers, both women taken aback by the declaration. The claim of ownership.

Pieter peered up at Maeva, seeming uncertain how much she comprehended. But Maeva understood perfectly. Somehow, two complete strangers—a fisherman and his catch of the day—were now bound together in his estimation.

It was at that moment Hans marched toward the trawler with an even bigger man at his side. Presumably the town magistrate. The man’s face mottled from exertion or too much drink. He stopped a few feet away. There was an awkward silence; all of the figures homed in on a single focal point.

Like wolves, they watched Maeva with varying degrees of ravenousness.

Pieter held his hand up. “Magistrate Innesbørg, allow me to introduce you. This is Maeva… My bride-to-be.”

Maeva felt the blood drain from her legs. Oh God, no.

The widow gasped in shock.

Innesbørg grunted. Scanned her up and down as if she were, indeed, a caught fish. Then stopped to stare at her naked feet, just above his eye level on the deck.

Somehow, this made Maeva feel even more violated. She backed up, curling her toes. She struggled to remain composed, but she couldn’t hide her horror. The realization that she was trapped. And she wouldn’t be going home any time soon.

You aren’t coming for me…

Salty bile collected in her throat. She couldn’t contain it any longer. She ran to the railing and spewed onto the pier. Inches from the widow’s feet.






The First Knot

Helgar Tormundsdatter shuffled past the local inn with stealth. Her thumb and finger worried away at the black stone—the one she always carried, shaped like a hammer—inside her cloak pocket. Ahead, the tall wooden spire of the church stabbed the sky. She put her head down, ignoring the draw of laughter and ale. It had been the middle of the night when she was summoned to Maeva’s side, the village fast asleep. Much easier than the dinner hour, she thought. She must make it past the church, to the mountain path home, without being seen. The delivery of the Aldestaed baby a secret best kept from prying eyes.

The inn and the church—one bright red, the other black as pitch—stood at opposite ends of the village, like soldiers at war. Recruiting was a daily struggle: villagers swaying between states of drunkenness and piety, sometimes simultaneously, much to the chagrin of the pastor. Ørken’s inhabitants—all two hundred and thirty-three of them, plus one more as of tonight—born and bred for the sea, living their entire lives around the will of the tides, the whims of wind and season; this made worship an act of fervour on Sundays. But the changeable weather, the uncertainty of a good haul of fish, made most lose themselves in drink every other day of the week, praying to the gods, a private nightly ritual.
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