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            Chapter 1
      

         

         Skoppum, end of June 1855

          
      

         Fear had taken hold in Rakel’s chest, making it difficult to breathe. The sheriff was standing directly in front of her. He’d chained her up, and even though the length of the chain allowed her a few metres of movement, she wouldn’t be able to get anywhere. Her stomach turned and she backed up as far as she could until she was standing against the wall. He followed and was looming over her before she could manage to jump to the side.

         “I have you now, Rakel,” he said quietly, looking her in the eyes. “You’re mine.”

         She lowered her gaze. He was holding the knife firmly, pointing it at her chest. Her life would be over the second he made a move. The fear made her mind sluggish and her body numb – but then, suddenly, it was as if something came to life deep inside her.

         “No!” she shouted, the rage forcing the fear to its knees. “Get away from me, you devil!”

         She lunged forward and shoved him away with her shoulder. The attack came so suddenly that he lost his balance, and he had to take a few steps to the side to keep from falling. It was the opportunity she’d been waiting for, and she leapt forward. Heat spread through her body, out into her arms and legs, and she was dying to grab at him – but then the movement came to an abrupt halt. The chains were holding her back, and she snarled in frustration.

         “Come on!” she shouted at him. She felt invincible, so strong that he couldn’t hurt her. He knew it, too, she thought triumphantly. She saw how his eyes widened and he didn’t come any closer.

         “What are you waiting for?” she roared. But he didn’t attack. Her body tingled and burned painfully, and she grabbed hold of the chains to tear herself free from the wall. Deep down, though, she knew it was hopeless. She’d already tried before, and they were impossible to budge. Then suddenly, and to her great surprise, they came loose. Plaster crumbled to the floor, and a cloud of white dust rose. She let go in disbelief. The rings that had been holding the chains in place had been pulled some distance from the thick wall, but she still wasn’t free.

         She gasped and turned towards the sheriff. He was standing completely still, staring at her in astonishment.

         “So it’s true,” he whispered, lowering the knife. “I thought he was mad.”

         Rakel heard what he said but didn’t understand what he was talking about. She gave one last tug at the chains, but it was now impossible to get them to move. She let go, feeling utterly drained. The overwhelming urge to attack was now gone. Her body was heavy and limp as she sank to the floor in a heap, and she vaguely realised that he was coming closer but couldn’t bear to fight anymore.

         He knelt beside her. Rakel closed her eyes, no longer able to defend herself. He leaned forward and she waited. Then she heard a click as he unlocked the chains before he wrapped his arms around her and held her tightly.

         “Forgive me,” he said softly. “But I had to see it with my own eyes.”

         She didn’t understand what he meant. His closeness confused her. She should wriggle free and try to get away, but her body wasn’t reacting like it should. All willpower had left her. Instead, she leaned her head against his chest.

         “You’re not going to kill me?” she whispered, her voice shaking.

         “No,” he said. “I’m not going to kill you, Rakel. That was never the idea.”

         She could hear his heart pounding – fast, like he’d been running. She shut her eyes and felt safe. It didn’t make any sense.

         “What do you want from me?” she managed to say. “I don’t understand.”

         “I thought it would be enough if you were just angry at me,” he said quietly. “But you had to fear for your life as well, it seems. That’s a good thing, since it means it takes a lot to trigger you.”

         “What are you talking about?” She pulled away and looked up at him. Her body was still powerless and empty, but she was starting to regain her will. “You wanted me to be terrified?” she asked breathlessly. “Why?”

         “That night when the Kipper attacked you,” he said slowly. “Have you ever given any thought to how you managed to get away?”

         She looked at him, confused. Why was he bringing up what happened that night?

         “I don’t know,” she answered weakly. “I managed to get him to let go, and…”

         She shut her eyes and pictured it: the Kipper tumbling backwards as he screamed and clutched his wrist. “He must have had a wrist injury,” she continued. “And I grabbed it when I was defending myself. Anyway, he let go of me and ran away.”

         “Howling like a wounded boar,” the sheriff replied. “I could hear him through a closed window, loud and clear. He called you a witch and ran as if he had the devil himself at his heels.”

         The worst of the fear had subsided and Rakel’s thoughts were starting to clear. The fact that he said witch reminded her of all the times he’d teased her. Was this also some kind of joke?

         “I was angry,” she said sharply. “He was trying to kill me, and I fought for my life. If he called me a witch, it was only because he didn’t understand how he could be overpowered by a girl. What are you trying to say?”

         He looked at her for a long time, and the smile returned to the corners of his mouth.

         “Do you really think you escaped the Kipper because you’re stronger than him? I’ve fought him, Rakel. He’s no weakling.”

         “And he’d have to be if I could get away from him, is that what you mean?”

         She got to her feet. She felt lightheaded and swayed a bit before finding her balance. Her injured knee was sore but held when she put weight on it. “I’m not as weak as you think. I’ve been working on the farm since I was a little girl.”

         “I don’t think you’re weak,” he said, standing up as well. “But I can promise you that you wouldn’t stand a chance against the Kipper.” He smiled. “You really do think he ran off that night because he thought you were too strong, don’t you? That’s actually kind of cute.”

         “Shut up!” she said. “You don’t know anything! You were coming right from your lover’s bed. What do you even know about what happened that night?” She brushed off her skirt, not wanting to look at him.

         He laughed dryly and she knew why. She shouldn’t have mentioned his lover. Now he probably thought she cared about it.

         “But I saw something else, too, Rakel,” he said after a moment. “I saw the Kipper’s injuries.”

         She looked up when she heard what he said.

         “Injuries? All I did was grab his wrist. If he had any injuries, it wasn’t my doing.”

         He reached for her right hand, but she pulled away.

         “Don’t touch me!” she snapped.

         “I just want to show you something,” he said, holding his hand in front of her with his palm up. “May I?”

         She wanted to simply turn her back to him but didn’t. Hesitantly, she gave him her hand. She expected his touch to give her the chills, but he took her hand as carefully as if it were made of glass. Then he turned it over, so her palm faced up. He stroked the half-bent joint of each finger. It tickled, but she forced herself to stay still.

         “The marks from your fingers were still visible on his skin the day after it happened. He showed it to me. Dark, blue-purple marks. Do you have any idea how strong you need to be to do something like that?”

         She pulled her hand away and hid it behind her back.

         “Are you trying to be funny?”

         “No,” he said gravely. “Not this time. You marked him, Rakel.”

         “That’s impossible,” she protested. “Are you trying to drive me mad? Convince me that I’m unnaturally strong? A witch? In that case, you won’t succeed, because I don’t believe in that kind of thing. And I’m tired of this. Am I still under arrest, Sheriff Bergan?”

         “No,” he said. “And please, call me Ask.”

         She ignored him.

         “Then I expect you to release me at once, Herr Bergan.”

         “Things are going to get complicated for you, Rakel,” he said. “Your powers will get stronger, and you could hurt someone if you’re not careful. Let me help you get them under control. I have some experience with this.”

         She stared at him in disbelief. Did he really mean it? It was hard to know with him, but she decided he wouldn’t be able to trick her this time. He had to have done something to the chains so that she was able to get them loose from the wall – that was it.

         “Everything had a natural explanation,” she answered sharply. “I know that. And besides, you’d be the last person in the world I’d accept help from. The only experience you have is with violence and threats. I don’t need someone like you in my life, so let me out of here right now!”

         She looked around anxiously. It seemed like the walls were closing in and she felt as if she was being watched from the shadows. As if something evil was lying in wait for her.

         “You’re mistaken about me, Rakel,” he said quietly. “And that’s understandable. I’ve allowed you to believe…”

         “I’ve been mistaken about you?” she interrupted angrily. “No, I don’t think so. Wasn’t it you who broke the goldsmith Vågan’s fingers? Aren’t you trying to get rid of Jenny at Ludvigsen’s behest?” She tried to fight back the tears. “But do you know what? You’re a coward,” she said. “A coward who forces people to do your bidding through violence and threats. If you absolutely had to have evidence that I have these powers, you could have just asked. But no, you had to take me captive and make me believe you wanted to kill me!”

         “I don’t think you’re aware of it yourself. Besides, you’d never admit it if I asked,” he replied. “I had to do it this way because…”

         “I don’t believe you!” she exclaimed. “I think you actually enjoy tormenting others just to show how strong you are. You have no limits! Neither law nor morals stop you. So, I haven’t been mistaken about you, Sheriff Bergan. You’re just as depraved and…”

         She was about to say something more about all his bad sides when a faint scratching sound came from a dark corner. A mouse or a rat, she told herself, nothing to be afraid of. Still, the discomfort crept up her spine.

         “I want to get out of here,” she said quietly. “Let me go at once!”

         “I’m going to let you go,” he said softly. His face was pale and grave. “But remember what I said,” he continued. “I can help you. Please allow me to make up for what I put you through tonight.”

         “I’d rather die,” she replied, staring straight at him. Then she turned away and started making her way towards the trapdoor. He followed.

         When they reached the stairs, he moved forward and opened the trapdoor. A cool breeze greeted her as she stepped out of the basement. He held out his hand to help her, but she ignored him.

         “Rakel, don’t go yet.” He shut the door behind him and came up beside her before she could set off. “You’re tired and your knee is hurt. You shouldn’t be walking. My horse can get you home. He’ll find his way back when you let him go.”

         “Will he?”

         “Yes, and if you decide to keep him, you’ll find me at your door early tomorrow morning. In that case, I’ll take it as a sign you want to see me again,” he said, winking.

         She glared at him. “I hate you.”

         “You’ll change your mind,” he answered gently. “And you were never really in danger, Rakel. I’d never let anything bad happen to you.”

         “And yet I’m limping away now,” she replied bitterly.

         “That’s your own fault. I’m not the one who shoved you off the horse’s back. You made that choice yourself.”

         “Yes, because I was afraid of you!” She shook her head and strode towards Odin. She put her foot in the stirrup, grabbed the pommel, and swung herself up on the saddle. This time, she didn’t care if he saw her bare thighs as she lifted her skirts. She gave him one last glare from atop the horse. Silvery moonlight fell across his face, softening his features.

         “Rakel,” he said quietly. “Be careful with your powers. Promise me that.”

         The hair stood up on the back of her neck, and she shuddered a bit. She shook it off. He’d always managed to get under her skin – but not this time. This was madness.

         “You’re insane, Sheriff,” she said. Then she turned Odin and rode away from Gråtjønngården.

         When she got home to Ovreid, she jumped off the horse outside the stable. She couldn’t bear to think about Ask Bergan anymore. There was something more important: the sheriff was still after Jenny, and she would never be able to tolerate being chained up in his basement.

         She gave Odin a few friendly pats on the neck.

         “Thank you for bringing me home. Now go on back to your master,” she said, slapping him lightly on the flank. She didn’t want the sheriff to come here. If she never saw him again, it would be too soon.

         When she was sure that Odin was on his way home, she went into the stable and lit a lantern.

         “Jenny? Are you here?” She looked in Lukas’ stall. The blankets and the rest of the food she’d brought earlier in the evening were there, but Jenny was nowhere to be seen.

         Rakel continued through the entire stable. She also looked in the barn, the outbuildings, and the potato cellar, but Jenny was gone. Her friend had run away, and she’d just sent Odin back to the sheriff! What if he went out to look for her? He was most certainly a better tracker than Jenny was a fugitive. She cursed her own thoughtlessness and ran into the cow pasture, which was closest to Gråtjønngården. If the sheriff was galloping out to go searching, she’d be able to hear it from there.

         She stood for a long time without hearing anything apart from the sounds of the night. An owl hooted mournfully, a fox barked, and the faint evening breeze made the pinecones dance in the treetops – but no horse. The sheriff must have gone to bed. Her friend was safe from him for now, but she was exhausted, scared, and had no money. Rakel held up the lantern and looked in all directions. Where could Jenny have gone?

         “Where are you, Jenny?” she whispered. “What lonely and dangerous journey have I sent you on tonight?”

         She wrapped her arms around herself. She couldn’t stop thinking about something else, either: Why on earth had the sheriff given up the search for her friend and spent time on Rakel when he knew she wasn’t Jenny?

      
   





Chapter 2



A bright early morning sun shone in Rakel’s eyes when she let herself into the henhouse the next day. She tossed out a handful of grain and watched as the hens threw themselves eagerly onto the food.

“Have you laid any eggs, then?” she asked, lifting the top of the henhouse to look inside. They were good egg-layers and she found what she was looking for. She carefully picked the lukewarm eggs out of the hay and placed them gently in the basket she had over one arm. Then she ruffled the hay a bit, made sure the hens had water, and went back towards the house.

She set the basket of eggs down in the kitchen. Inga was already preparing porridge for breakfast, so Rakel hurried up to her bedroom to get ready. After washing up and finding the yellow crinoline dress she would wear when she returned to Aunt Esther’s, she sat down at her dressing table.

The light from the window fell across her face. She didn’t look that tired despite having barely slept at all. She picked up her brush and combed her hair until the curls sprang up around her face, then she gathered her hair at the nape of her neck and tied it with a yellow silk ribbon. She took one last look in the mirror. It didn’t look like she’d experienced anything terrifying last night, she thought grimly. She looked exactly the same as before.

She lowered her gaze and stopped breathing. Her necklace! Her hand shot up to her bare collarbone. Had she lost the gold necklace in the sheriff’s cellar? She ran to her bed and turned over the pillow and blankets but didn’t find what she was looking for. The gold cross was gone.

Rakel sank down on the edge of the bed. The necklace was the most precious thing she owned. Would she now have to call upon Ask Bergan and ask to go back down into his cellar? The hairs stood up on the back of her neck. No, she couldn’t bring herself to do that.

She heard her father’s footsteps in the hallway. He walked heavily down the stairs, and Rakel thought about Svartangen’s demands. The skin prickled on her arms at the thought. She’d be forced to marry Syver if she didn’t find another solution. It was the only way they could avoid losing half the farm.

Ingvald Svartangen had given them only one week to make a decision. If not, they would go to court. Her father wouldn’t be able to bear the stress, Rakel feared. She furrowed her brow wearily. It was absurd that a drunken ancestor could be the cause of so much worry and despair for them all. It felt like it couldn’t possibly be real. Her grandmother claimed the deed was valid. Rakel didn’t know about such things herself – but someone else did, she realised with a gasp. Herr Disen was educated in law and justice, and he’d even worked for a solicitor. Perhaps she could ask him for help.

She bit her lower lip and winced. She didn’t know him that well and wasn’t quite sure of where their relationship stood, but there wasn’t much to wonder about when it all came down to it. She needed all the help she could get.

It was quiet in her parents’ bedroom when she went downstairs. Rakel had been hoping that her mother would be awake so she could say goodbye before going back to Carljohansværn, but she guessed that she’d probably slept poorly that night and didn’t want to wake her.

Her father was sitting at the table when she came into the dining room. He greeted her with a low grunt. He’d reached the bottom of his bowl of porridge and was getting started on his coffee.

“Good morning, Father. I hope your day has been pleasant so far?”

“Thank you, but no, it hasn’t,” he responded, muttering into his beard. She felt his eyes on her as she sat down at the table.

“Is something wrong?” she asked, meeting his gaze.

“No,” he answered quickly as he lifted his coffee cup and took a sip.

She felt like he wasn’t telling the truth.

“Are you ready to go back to Carljohansværn?” he continued.

“Yes, I didn’t have much with me,” she replied and helped herself to porridge. “So there wasn’t anything to pack. I’ve also fed the animals, milked the cows, and collected eggs,” she added.

“How are the chickens?” her father asked, setting his coffee cup down on the saucer with a clink.

“They’d laid a lot of eggs,” she replied. “And they all seemed to be healthy.”

“That’s good, because I heard a fox last night. Several of them, maybe. It was a real hullabaloo. Sounded like it was coming from Gråtjønngården.”

“Oh?” Rakel answered, her cheeks growing warm. She suspected that the fox’s howls had been something else entirely – perhaps including the time she’d screamed as loudly as she could into the sheriff’s ear to get him to let go. She shuddered.

“What is it? You’re not afraid of foxes, are you?” her father asked, looking surprised.

“No, it was more the thought of Gråtjønngården,” she answered quickly. “That place gives me the chills.”

“Yes, I suppose that’s not so unusual,” her father said, downing the rest of his coffee in one big gulp. “Considering what happened there.” He got up. “I’ll go and get Lukas ready. Come out as soon as you’re done eating. I want to leave as soon as possible,” he said.

He was sitting in the driver’s seat when she came out shortly after. He was going to bring materials back from Carljohansværn and had taken the wagon instead of the carriage. She grimaced. It was going to be an uncomfortable ride next to him in the driver’s seat. She sat down and they set off.

It was still so early that there were silver pearls of morning dew on the grass. The sun was coming up behind the trees in the east, colouring the sky pink. A cuckoo hooted from the forest on the other side of the road, and her gaze wandered in that direction. Towards Gråtjønngården.

“What happened there, Father?” she asked, glancing at him warily. “And don’t pretend it’s nothing, because I know something did happen.”

“It’s nothing much, really,” he replied. “The two people who lived there were killed by a vagabond over twenty years ago, and now some claim it’s haunted. It’s nonsense, of course. I don’t know any more than that.”

He urged on the horse and the wagon picked up speed. The wheels started to rattle, and the unevenness on the road meant that Rakel had to hold on tightly. Her father’s explanation about Gråtjønngården had raised even more questions, but it wasn’t possible to carry on a conversation right now.

They were greeted by a beamingly cheerful Aunt Esther when they arrived at Carljohansværn. She’d made coffee and forced her impatient brother to take a sip before rushing on. He stayed for a while, but when he was about to leave, he asked Rakel to follow him out. He had his hand on the doorknob, but his eyes were fixed on the floor, and he didn’t move when she stood in front of him.

“What is it, Father?” she asked.

“Yes, well, this thing with Svartangen,” he said. “I’ve been thinking about it all night, but I can’t see any other solution.”

“What do you mean?” she asked, as her stomach turned uncomfortably. Her father looked up and met her gaze.

“I think you need to get used to the idea of having Syver as a spouse.”

He might as well have slapped her. She couldn’t even make a sound.

“We have to face reality,” he continued. “We can’t give up the farm, Rakel, and you’re strong enough to deal with Syver. Svartangen Farm was once part of Ovreid, and the two farms belong together. Now we have the chance to make it so again.”

“But then I have to put up with Syver,” she replied bitterly.

“Yes,” he said. “I’m sorry about that, but I’ve spent my entire adult life rebuilding the farm. I can’t give up, Rakel, not like this. When it’s between ending up in the poorhouse or creating one of the largest farms in the village, I don’t have a choice. You understand that, right?” He sounded like he was begging, and she swallowed the urge to give him a biting retort – because she did understand why her father was thinking this way, even if everything inside her screamed in protest.

“So you want to work with Ingvald Svartangen?” she asked instead.

“If I must, I’ll make it happen,” he replied.

“You’ve already made up your mind,” she said weakly.

“No, I’m still hoping for a miracle,” he said, stroking the back of his head. “But I fear we have no choice.”

“He gave us a week,” she said, her voice cracking. “Please, don’t go to Svartangen yet. There must be another way, and I’m going to find it.”

Her father looked at her for a long time before nodding.

“I won’t say anything. Not yet,” he said.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

Rakel was utterly dejected when her father left. She felt dizzy and nauseated as she closed the door behind him, and vaguely sensed Aunt Esther putting her arm around her shoulders.

“Now, the two of us are going to bake bread,” she said. “Come on. I’ve got some yeast at the shop and it’s perfect for something like this.”

Rakel followed her passively.

“Get started,” her aunt said, handing her the wooden bowl they used for mixing the dough. Rakel took the bowl and felt the soft wood against her fingertips. “Here’s the flour.”

Rakel took the ingredients and poured everything into the bowl: fine flour and groats, then salt. It felt good to use her hands and concentrate on what she was doing rather than on the troubling thoughts. She mixed the dry goods while Aunt Esther warmed buttermilk and skimmed milk and stirred in the yeast. Rakel watched what she was doing. They didn’t use yeast for baking at Ovreid. Inga didn’t like the new-fangled ingredient and stuck to sourdough, so this was the first time Rakel had ever seen yeast being used.

Her aunt poured the wet mixture into the dry ingredients and Rakel stirred everything together. Yeast smelled different. Not bad, but strange.

“Are we going to taste the yeast in the bread?” she asked.

“No, not if we do it right,” her aunt said. “Now you knead the dough. As long and hard as you need to make all those gloomy thoughts disappear.”

Rakel did as her aunt told her. She plopped the dough onto the counter and used all her strength to knead it. It felt good, and the painful powerlessness grew less and less intrusive. She kneaded until her fingers ached and her face and back were warm. Then she collected the dough in the bowl.

“Now it needs to rise,” her aunt explained, placing a kitchen towel over the bowl before setting it next to the black oven where it was warm.

“Does it need to wait until the next day like sourdough?” Rakel asked.

“No, only until it’s doubled in size,” her aunt explained, studying Rakel. “Do you feel better now?”

“Yes, a bit,” she replied.

“Do you want to talk about it?” her aunt asked carefully, and Rakel nodded.

“I suppose you overheard the conversation Father and I were having?”

“Yes,” her aunt replied. “And I’m guessing your grandmother is behind this, but I don’t understand why you must marry Syver.”

“Grandmother has given Svartangen an old deed,” Rakel replied. “Where Oddgeir Ovreid transfers all the land on the west side of the farm road to Svartangen to cover gambling debts. Now we risk losing the land unless I marry Syver and we merge the farms.”

“So, Mother got her way after all,” her aunt answered with a snort.

“You don’t sound surprised?”

“No. She doesn’t usually give up once she’s made her mind up about something. I’ve also heard about this deed, but I didn’t know that Mother had it or think that she’d do such a thing.” Aunt Esther shook her head dejectedly.

“Grandmother doesn’t even deny it,” Rakel said. “It’s as though she’s doing all of this just to hurt me as much as possible.”

“But you’ve never done anything to wrong her?”

“No,” Rakel answered. “Not that I know of. But there must be something, because I don’t believe she’d enter a partnership with Svartangen just because she’s afraid Father is getting in over his head and will be ruined.”

“There’s something you don’t know about your grandmother,” Aunt Esther said. “When she was younger, she was quite enamoured with Svartangen’s father.”
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