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      Aslak stumbled, a sign of exhaustion. He never missed his footing otherwise. The old man kept a firm hold on the package he was carrying. He rolled forward, head over heels. A clump of heather broke the force of his fall. A lemming darted out. Aslak got to his feet. Glancing back, he estimated his advance on his pursuers. The baying was louder now. There was little time left. He continued his silent race. His deep-set eyes burned brightly. His gaunt features and jutting cheekbones gave him a mysterious, hieratic air. He ran on, sure-footed now, trusting to instinct, working his body hard. He smiled and quickened his breathing, feeling fleet and light, sharp-eyed, infallible. He knew he would not fall now. Knew, too, that he would not survive this mild and gentle night. They had been tracking him for a long while. It had to end.

      He took in every detail of his surroundings, the high plateau, the ancient commotion transfixed in the rocks, the sinuous lakeshore describing the outline of a bear’s head, the rounded summits of the distant mountains, bare of vegetation. He could just make out the forms of the sleeping reindeer, a rushing stream. He stopped, barely out of breath. Here. Aslak stood solemnly, clutching the package, gazing at the scene: the stream tumbling into the lake, reindeer tracks threading east across the mountain, where the sun’s gleam heralded the last dawn before the long winter night. He saw a small island in one corner of the lake and made his way towards it, cutting through the dense thickets of dwarf birch with his knife. The islet was covered in heather and scrub. The barking was louder still. Aslak pulled off his boots and tossed birch branches onto the mud, leaving no tracks as he crossed the marshes to the rocky island. He clambered up, pulled aside a section of heather and buried the package under its roots. He retraced his steps and ran on. He was no longer afraid.

      The dogs tore after him, closer than ever. Soon, the men would emerge over the summit of the hill. Aslak gazed one last time at the lake, the mountain stream, the islet. The sun’s rays marbled the clouds with bright streaks of purple and orange. Aslak ran and knew his legs would carry him no further. The dogs were upon him. The growling mastiffs formed a circle but left him untouched. He stood motionless. It was over. The men were there, panting and pouring sweat. They looked evil, but their eyes were filled with dread. Their tunics were torn, their foot-gear sodden. They leaned heavily on their sticks, waiting. One man stepped forward. Aslak looked at him. He knew. He had understood. He had seen this before. The man avoided the Laplander’s gaze. He walked around, behind Aslak.

      A violent blow shattered the old nomad’s cheek and jawbone. Aslak fought for breath. Blood spurted. He dropped to his knees. The cudgel was raised for a second strike. He swayed in shock, though he had tried to brace himself. A thin man arrived on the scene, and the attacker’s gesture froze. He lowered the cudgel to his side and stepped back. The thin, wiry man was dressed all in black. He shot an icy glare at Aslak and the man with the cudgel, who recoiled further, glancing away.

      ‘Search him.’

      Two men stepped forward, relieved that the silence had been broken. They tore the Laplander’s cloak from his back.

      ‘No sense in resisting, savage devil.’

      Aslak said nothing. He did not resist, but still the men were terrified. His pain was overwhelming. He was pouring blood. The men pulled him this way and that, forced him to drop his reindeer-skin leggings, pulled off his boots and his four-cornered hat. One of them hurled it into the distance, taking care to spit on it first. The other took Aslak’s knife, its handle crafted in antler and birchwood.

      ‘Where have you hidden it?’

      The wind rose, blowing across the tundra. It did him good to feel it.

      ‘Where, vile demon?’ shouted the man in black, his voice full of menace.

      Even his companions took a step back. The man in black began a silent prayer. The wind dropped and the first mosquitoes appeared. The sun secured its foothold on the flank of the mountain. Aslak’s head lolled painfully. He hardly felt the fresh blow of the cudgel, half shattering his temple.

       

      The pain woke him. Near-unbearable pain. As if his head would burst. The sun was high, now. The stench was all around him. Men, women and children were bending over him. Their teeth were rotten. They were in rags. They looked murderous, reeking of fear and ignorance. He lay stretched out on the ground. Flies had replaced the mosquitoes, clustering at his gaping wounds.

      The small crowd parted and the man in black stepped forward. Pastor Noraeus.

      ‘Where is it?’

      Aslak felt feverish. His filthy tunic was soaked in blood. The smell of it dulled his senses. A woman spat at him. Children laughed. The pastor slapped the child nearest him. Aslak thought of his own son, how he had tried to cure the boy’s sickness by invoking the gods. The gods of his own people, the Sami. The children hid behind their mother.

      ‘Where have you left it?’

      A man in a sky-blue shirt stepped forward and whispered in the pastor’s ear. The pastor gave no reaction, then jerked his head. The man in blue held out his hand to Aslak. Two others caught him under the arms, heaving him to his feet. The Laplander gave a sharp cry, his face a mask of pain. The men dragged him to the low wooden house used for village business.

      ‘See these vile icons?’ The Lutheran pastor began his interrogation. ‘Do you recognise them?’

      Aslak was barely able to breathe. The pain beat against his skull. The heat rose. His wounds itched appallingly, seething with flies. His torn cheek swarmed with life. Villagers piled into the room. The heat became suffocating.

      ‘The swine is riddled with maggots, already,’ said one of the men, grimacing in digust. His spittle stung Aslak’s skin like a dagger-point.

      ‘Enough!’ shouted the pastor. ‘You will be judged, Sami devil!’ He thumped the thick pine-log table, calling for silence.

      These country people sickened Noraeus. All he wanted was to get back to Uppsala as quickly as possible.

      ‘Silence, all of you! Show some respect for your God and king!’ His dark gaze fell on the icons of the Sami gods, and the image of Tor. ‘Lapp, have these icons ever brought you the slightest good?’

      Aslak’s eyes were half closed. He pictured the lakes of his childhood, the mountains he had roamed so often, the dense tundra he loved to explore, the dwarf birch trees whose wood he had learned to carve.

      ‘Sami!’

      Aslak’s eyes remained closed. He swayed slightly.

      ‘They brought healing,’ he whispered, his breath rattling. ‘Better than your God.’

      A murmur ran around the room.

      ‘Silence!’ The pastor’s voice thundered. ‘Where is the hiding place? Where is it? Say it, or you burn, cursed demon. Speak, damn you. Speak!’

      ‘To the fire! Burn him!’ yelled a woman holding a baby to her wan, flaccid breast.

      Other women took up the refrain.

      ‘Burn him! Burn him!’

       

      The pastor was sweating. He wanted this over with. The stink, the proximity of the swarthy devil with his blood-soaked face, the vile, brutalised peasants – all had become intolerable to him. A trial sent by the Lord God himself. He would be sure to remind the bishop in Uppsala of his zealous service to the Lord here in the virgin territories of Lapland, when no other pastor was prepared to set foot. But for now, enough was enough.

      ‘Sami,’ he pronounced, raising his voice and his finger for silence. ‘You have lived a life of sin, clinging obstinately to your pagan superstitions.’

      Silence fell, but the tension was stifling. The pastor drew a thick, illuminated Bible towards him and pointed at the accusing words:

      ‘He that sacrificeth unto any god, save unto the Lord only, he shall be utterly destroyed!’ His thunderous voice filled the company with terror.

      A thick-set peasant woman with a red, congested face sighed heavily and fainted, overcome by the heat. Aslak crumpled to the floor.

      ‘This soothsayer, this pedlar of lies shall die, for he has preached apostasy, denying the true doctrines of Yahweh, your Lord God.’

      The men and women fell to their knees, muttering prayers. Children gazed around, wild-eyed with fear. Outside, the wind rose again, bringing oppressive gusts of warm air.

      The pastor was silent now. Dogs barked. Then they, too, fell silent. Stench filled the village assembly room.

      ‘Sentence has been confirmed by the royal courts in Stockholm. Sami, may divine and royal justice be done. Take him to the pyre. And damn his soul.’

      Two filthy men took hold of Aslak and dragged him outside.The pyre stood ready, halfway between the lakeside and the ten or so wooden houses making up the village.

      Aslak was bound fast to a thick pole that been brought upriver specially, from the coast – there were no trees tall and strong enough for the purpose here inland. The pastor stood stoically while the mosquitoes sucked at his blood.

      No one noticed the arrival of a young man, down at the lake, his boat loaded with skins to trade. He saw what was taking place in the village and froze. He understood the tragedy unfolding before his eyes. He knew the man on the pyre. A member of a neighbouring clan.

      One of the peasants set the pyre alight. The flames spread quickly, engulfing the branches. Aslak began to tremble and shake. He struggled to unstick the lid of his one good eye.

      He saw the lake in front of him and the hill. He saw the silhouette of a young Sami man, standing as if transfixed. The flames licked at his body.

      ‘He saved the others of his clan, let him save himself now!’ grinned a man blind in one eye, and missing a hand.

      The pastor struck him hard.

      ‘Do not blaspheme!’ he hollered, and hit the man a second time.

      The peasant scuttled off, his one hand pressed to his head. ‘Sami, Sami, burn in hell!’ he yelled as he ran. ‘Cursed demon!’

      A child began to cry.

      Suddenly, the Laplander gave a piercing shriek. He was raving now, gripped by the flames, uttering bestial moans and cries. The wailing of a man no longer human. The cry sank into a hideous rattle, then rose again in a new register, a new dimension, beyond pain. A kind of harmony, utterly alien and unexpected, born of suffering, but clear as crystal to anyone capable of listening through the torment.

      ‘Curse him! The demon is chanting to his gods!’ cried a frightened villager, pressing his hands to his ears. The pastor stood by, impassive, searching the Laplander’s face as if, in the heat of the fire, the man might suddenly reveal the whereabouts of the thing he had been sent to find.

      Aslak’s cry petrified the young Sami in his boat. Afraid but fascinated, he recognised the guttural chant of a joïk, a Sami song. He was the only one present who could understand the words, fragmented now, tumbling out fast. With his dying breath, the condemned man was doing his duty, passing on what he knew.

      Then the singing ceased. Silence fell. The young Sami was silent, too. He turned back the way he had come, his head ringing with the dead man’s screams. His blood had turned to ice. There could be no mistake. He knew now what he must do. And after him, his son. And his son’s son.
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9.30 a.m., Central Lapland

      It was the most extraordinary day of the year, pregnant with the hopes of humanity. Tomorrow, the sun would be reborn. For forty days, the men and women of the vidda had survived, their souls huddled against the dark, deprived of the source of life.

      The taint of original sin, thought Klemet Nango, police officer and man of reason. Why impose such suffering on ordinary human beings otherwise? Forty days without shadow, crawling like insects upon the face of the earth.

      And what if the sun failed to show its face tomorrow? Klemet smiled to himself. He was a rational man after all, a police officer. Of course the sun would be reborn. The local daily paper had even proclaimed the hour of the lifting of the curse, in its morning edition. Now that was progress. How could his ancestors have coped without the Finnmark Dagblad to inform them of the return of the sun at winter’s end? Perhaps they never knew what it was to hope.

      Tomorrow, from 11.14 to 11.41 a.m., Klemet would be a man again, casting his own shadow by the light of the sun. And the day after that, he would hold on to his shadow for forty-two minutes more. Things happened fast once the sun was minded to return.

      The mountains would stand proud once more, sculpted in sharp relief. Sunlight would pour into the depths of the valleys, bringing their sleeping vistas back to life, awakening the quiet, solemn vastness of the semi-desert covering the high plateaux of central Sápmi – the region’s traditional name.

      For now, the sun was a mere glimmer of hope, reflected orange and pink in the clouds scudding above the blue-tinted snow on the mountain tops.

      As always, gazing at the spectacle of the landscape, Klemet thought of his uncle Nils Ante, renowned as one of the most gifted joïk singers in the region. A joïk singer and a poet: the hypnotic rise and fall of his uncle’s chanting told of the wonders and mysteries of their Arctic world.

      Nils Ante’s mesmerising joïks had been the lullabies of Klemet’s childhood, magical tales worth all the storybooks read by Norwegian children, safe at home. Klemet had had no need of books. He had Uncle Nils Ante. But Klemet had never been a good singer, and mere words, he had decided as a child, could not describe nature as he saw it, all around him.

      ‘Klemet?’

      Sometimes, as now on patrol in the vast, empty plateau of the vidda, Klemet allowed himself a brief, nostalgic pause for thought. But he said nothing. Awed by the memory of his uncle’s joïks, he was incapable of poetry.

      ‘Klemet? Can you take my picture? With the clouds behind.’

      His young colleague brandished a camera, retrieved from a pocket in her navy-blue snowsuit.

      ‘Honestly, Nina, is this really a good time?’

      ‘Is this really a good time to stand there daydreaming?’ she retorted, holding out the camera.

      Klemet grunted. Nina was always ready with an answer, the sort of reply that generally occurred to him when it was too late. He pulled off his mittens. Might as well get it over with. The clouds had thinned and the cold bit harder still. The temperature was close to minus 27°C.

      Nina removed her sealskin and fox-fur chapka, shaking her blonde hair loose. She sat astride her snowmobile with her back to the speckled pink and yellow clouds, and aimed a broad smile at the lens. She wasn’t stunningly beautiful, but she was charming and attractive. She had big, expressive blue eyes that betrayed every nuance of emotion – a trait Klemet often found useful. He took the photograph slightly off-centre, on principle. Nina had joined the Reindeer Police three months ago, and this was her first patrol. Until now, she had sat behind a desk at the station in Kiruna, the local headquarters over on the Swedish side, and after that in Kautokeino, here in Norway.

      Irritated by his colleague’s constant requests to have her picture taken, Klemet always made sure he poked a fingertip into the corner of the photograph. Every time Nina showed him the result, she would smile and explain sweetly, without fail, that he should be careful to keep his fingers to the side, out of the way. As if he was ten years old. Her tone irritated him beyond words. He had given up with the finger thing, found something else instead.

      A light breeze was blowing – instant torture in this cold. Klemet glanced at the GPS on his snowmobile, a reflex. He knew the mountains by heart.

      ‘Let’s go.’

      Klemet climbed onto his snowmobile and set off, followed by Nina. At the bottom of the hill, he followed the bed of an invisible stream, frozen solid under the snow. He ducked sideways, avoiding the low branches of the birch trees, then turned to make sure Nina was still following. But, he was forced to admit, she had already mastered her machine to near-perfection. They rode on for another hour and a half, threading through the hills and valleys. The gradient steepened as they approached the summit of Ragesvarri. Klemet stood up astride his snowmobile and accelerated. Nina followed. Two minutes later they pulled up, drinking in the complete silence.

      Klemet removed his helmet, worn over his chapka, and took out his binoculars. Standing on the step plate of his snowmobile, one knee resting on the seat, he scanned the surrounding landscape, peering at the hilltop ridges, looking for moving specks on the snow. Then he took out his thermos and offered Nina a coffee. She struggled forwards, up to her thighs in the dry, powdery snow. Klemet’s eyes glittered mischievously, but he held back a smile. Revenge for the endless photos.

      ‘Looks quiet enough, doesn’t it?’ asked Nina, between gulps of coffee.

      ‘Seems that way, yes. But Johann Henrik told me his herd had begun to disperse. His reindeer are already short of food. And if they cross the river Aslak will blow his top, if I know him, which I do – stubborn as a rock.’

      ‘Aslak? The one who still lives in a tent? Do you think their herds will mix?’

      ‘Reckon they already have.’

      Klemet’s mobile rang. He took a moment to wedge it inside the earflap of his chapka.

      ‘Reindeer Police, Klemet Nango.’

      Klemet listened for some time, cradling his coffee cup in both hands, grunting occasionally between sips.

      ‘Yep, we’ll be there in a few hours. Or maybe tomorrow. And you’re sure there’s no sign of him?’

      He swallowed another mouthful of coffee, listening to the reply, then ended the call.

      ‘So finally, Mattis’s reindeer are the first to go walkabout. Again. That was Johann Henrik. Says he saw thirty of them on his land. They must have made it across the river. Let’s go take a look.’
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      The museum’s entrance was broken wide open. Snow swirled through the gaping double doors. On the floor, shattered glass mingled with flakes already freezing hard in the icy wind, lit by a shaft of light from a snowmobile outside.

      The driver lunged forwards clumsily, weighed down by his heavy snowsuit. He rubbed his cheeks hard, struggling to contain his mounting apprehension.

      Helmut Juhl and his wife had come to this forgotten corner of the Norwegian Far North in the pre-tourist era. In Kautokeino their fascination for Sami culture, and their talent as jewellery-makers, had found a place to flourish.

      Patiently over the years, the couple had created one of the most remarkable sites in the country. Little by little, a group of ten asymmetrical buildings had sprung up, clustered one against the other, on the hillside overlooking the valley. Helmut unhooked a torch from the lobby wall and began the painful process of taking stock. His ‘forbidden city’, as some dubbed it, had shocked a few of the local aesthetes and Sami culture-vultures, while arousing suspicion among Sami artisans. Helmut had learned their silver-smithing techniques and become one of the region’s leading experts. By creating an ambitious, dedicated exhibition space, he had restored the status of this and other ancient, nomadic arts from across Europe and Asia. Helmut knew he had won the first battle when Isak Mikku Sara, chief of the Vuorje siida, a powerful clan west of Karasjok, had brought him his own childhood cradle, carved in birchwood, so that it could be displayed in the pavilion devoted to traditional Sami lifestyles. Now, he had one of the finest collections in northern Europe.

      Helmut crossed the second room, a spacious gallery devoted to collections from central Asia. The silver jewellery and pots were all there. Everything seemed in order.

      The silence was broken by the distant, unmistakable crunch of boots over broken glass. The footsteps had to be coming from the lobby. He paused to listen. The faint sound echoed through the galleries. Helmut held his breath, listening hard. Almost without thinking, he reached for an Afghan knife hanging on the wall, and extinguished his torch.

      ‘Helmut!’

      Someone was calling him by name. He breathed a sigh of relief.

      ‘Here! In the Afghan gallery!’

      He replaced the knife. Seconds later he saw a thickly swaddled silhouette struggling towards him. The local reporter, Tomas Mikkelsen, rotund in his tightly stretched snowsuit.

      ‘Tomas. Good God, what are you doing here?’

      ‘Berit called me. She saw a scooter heading off about half an hour ago.’

      Helmut moved on through the museum galleries. He was perplexed. Nothing seemed to be missing. Perhaps some drunken kid had shattered the front door? He reached the last gallery, known as the ‘white room’, arrayed with Sami art treasures – the finest jewellery in gleaming silver, beautifully worked and chased. Then Helmut saw the door to the museum’s reserve collection and stores. It stood open, with the handle wrenched off. Someone had struggled to open it. His stomach clenched tight.

      Seconds later, the neon strip lights flickered into life, flooding the space with raw, white light. The huge room was lined with storage boxes, numbered and arranged on shelves. A series of worn deal tables occupied the central area. Everything was in perfect order. So far, so good. Helmut looked again at the first shelf. Two boxes held figurines of camels, carved from horn in a workshop in Kandahar. All present and correct. But the shelf above was empty. His stomach clenched tighter still. That shelf could not be empty. The casket had disappeared.

      The reporter spotted the German curator’s horrified look.

      ‘What’s missing?’

      Helmut’s mouth had fallen open in shock.

      ‘Helmut, what’s missing?’

      The museum director stared at Tomas, clenched his jaw and swallowed hard. ‘The drum.’ He stammered the words.

      ‘Fuck.’
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      Nina crouched low on her snowmobile, the accelerator handle turned fully forward. Dwarf birch twigs lashed her visor. The powerful machine climbed the steep slope with ease. A thick layer of snow softened the relief, making progress easier. Mattis’s trailer nestled in a dip halfway up a second, gentler hill. She reached it just a few seconds after Klemet. It never ceased to amaze her that the reindeer breeders were able to survive in these mobile shelters for weeks on end, in the depths of winter, in temperatures as low as minus 35°C, sometimes even minus 40, in complete isolation, dozens of kilometres from the nearest village. The wind had risen now, blasting unimpeded across the bare, empty mountains, but Mattis’s trailer stood in a relatively sheltered spot just below the summit. Nina removed her helmet, adjusted her chapka and took a closer look at the trailer. Part caravan, part shipping container, but smaller. Smoke issued from a tin stove-pipe. The trailer was white, mounted on broad runners allowing it to be towed through the snow. The sides were reinforced with metal sheets. It was ugly, but aesthetic appeal counted for little out here in the tundra.

      Nina looked around at the clutter outside the shelter: the breeder’s snowmobile; a rudimentary workbench for cutting wood, with an axe planted in a log; jerrycans and plastic containers; two metal storage boxes loaded onto a snowmobile trailer; lengths of plastic-coated rope scattered everywhere; even the skin and head of a reindeer tossed in front of the trailer, its blood staining the snow. The animal’s viscera were strewn about in a mess of torn rubbish bags, doubtless the work of a hungry fox. Nina stepped through the narrow doorway behind Klemet, who had entered without knocking.

      Mattis sat up slowly, rubbing his cheeks.

      ‘Bores.’ Klemet greeted him in the traditional way. As usual, he had taken advantage of the reliable mobile signal at the nearby lake to call ahead and give Mattis advance warning of their visit.

      Nina stepped forward in turn and bowed slightly towards Mattis.

      ‘Hello. Nina Nansen. I’m new to the Reindeer Police: Patrol P9, with Klemet.’

      Mattis extended a greasy hand. Nina shook it and smiled. She looked around, struck by the mess and filth. The trailer was sparsely furnished. Shelves along the left-hand wall were loaded with tins of food and plastic containers filled with different-coloured liquids. Utensils, leather straps and traditional Sami knives hung from nails. The shelves were actually quite tidy, Nina thought. These items were obviously important. There was a set of bunk beds.

      A wood-burning stove and a fitted bench-seat stood against the right-hand wall. A long, narrow table occupied the space between the bench and the bunk beds. The top bunk was piled with plastic sacks overflowing with clothes and more tins of food. Ropes, blankets, a snowmobile suit, a large reindeer-skin cloak, several pairs of gloves and a chapka formed an untidy, dirty jumble. Mattis had been lying on the lower bunk, half submerged in a thick sleeping bag laid over a bed of reindeer skins. The sleeping bag was covered with frayed blankets, stained with food and grease marks.

      A large cooking pot stood warming on the stove, on a low heat. Another pot stood at Mattis’s feet, full of melting snow.

      Two sets of reindeer-skin leggings and several pairs of grubby socks had been hung up to dry on a line strung across the width of the trailer, together with two pieces of reindeer hide, scraped clean of their fur. Two pairs of thick winter shoes could be seen poking out from under the shelves.

      Nina gazed around, her eyes wide. She would have liked to photograph the scene, but didn’t dare ask. The shelter was dirty, repellent. But fascinating. She was venturing into unknown territory, beyond her comprehension. How could people live like this here in Norway, in her own country? The scene reminded her of a TV documentary she had seen once, about a Roma encampment in Romania. All that was missing was a cluster of half-naked children. She felt uneasy, without really knowing why.

      Klemet seemed perfectly at home. But then this was his country. He knew all about this – the other face of Scandinavia. Klemet had explained that Mattis did not live here all year round, he had a small homestead, too. Still, could this really be Norway? In Nina’s home village, in the south, the fishermen kept cabins scarcely any bigger than this, on stilts out over the water. They used them to store their boats and nets. Nina had hidden there sometimes as a child, watching the big fishing boats as they came into the village harbour – the boats her mother had forbidden her to go near. Men were the bringers of sin, her mother said. Her mother saw sin everywhere.

      But the fishermen’s cabins were not squalid, like this. Then again, the trailer wasn’t really squalid either, Nina thought after a moment. No, the trailer reeked of misery and distress.

      Nina’s mother would have known how to succour this lost soul. She always had been a decisive judge of character, capable of distinguishing good from evil. Nina wondered if Klemet was thinking the same thoughts as her. Perhaps her colleague was immune to it all by now. Perhaps he thought conditions like this were perfectly normal up here.

      Mattis glanced uncertainly from one police officer to the other. He avoided making eye contact.

      ‘You gave me a fright when you called just now,’ he ventured, addressing Klemet who had taken a seat opposite him on the bench. ‘You said “police”. Scared me half to death. You should have said “Reindeer Police”.’

      Klemet chuckled and took a set of cups from his rucksack.

      ‘S’right, though, isn’t it?’ Mattis went on. ‘Get a call from the police, you might be in any sort of trouble. Get a call from the Reindeer Police, you know it’s nothing serious. Right? Eh, Klemet?’

      Klemet seemed pleased to have scored a point with his call. He took out a plastic bottle full of transparent liquid.

      ‘Ah, no way!’ exclaimed Mattis. ‘You won’t get me on that rot-gut liquor of yours…’

      ‘It’s water this time,’ Klemet reassured him.

      Mattis relaxed. He began to sing softly, opening his arms, addressing Nina, a hypnotic, halting, sometimes guttural chant. Nina understood nothing, but recognised what was probably a joïk of welcome to strangers. Klemet listened and smiled.

      Nina was about to sit on the end of the bench. It was covered in stains, like everything else.

      ‘Fetch the pot over to the table, before you sit down,’ said Mattis.

      Nina glared at him. He had made no effort to get to his feet.

      ‘Of course,’ she smiled. ‘You look tired. Your song was beautiful.’

      Mattis showed signs of drunkenness, Nina could see that. She hated to see people in that state. It made her feel very uncomfortable. She removed her chapka, looking for somewhere clean to leave it, then picked up the pot and carried it over to the table with good enough grace. Immediately, Mattis plunged his fork into the stew and pulled out a chunk of meat. He began to chew, the broth trickling unchecked down his sleeping bag, from which he had barely extricated himself.

      ‘My uncle was a great joïk singer, too,’ said Klemet.

      ‘That’s true. Your uncle Nils Ante. He was good joïker.’

      ‘He could improvise a chant just like that, on the spot, about a place, a person, something he’d seen, something that had touched him. Even when he spoke, his voice had that chanting quality. I used to notice how his eyes sparkled when he was about to sing.’

      ‘And what’s he do now, your uncle?’

      ‘He’s old. He doesn’t sing any more.’

      Klemet poked a knife into the pot and pulled out a piece of meat, transferring it to his mess tin. Nina watched, but didn’t join him. He was used to dealing with the breeders. You had to take your time with them, he said. She wasn’t sure Mattis was allowed to slaughter a reindeer for food, as he clearly had. Klemet was already bending over the stewpot again, apparently in no hurry to get down to business. He spotted a length of shank.

      ‘May I?’ he asked Mattis.

      The breeder replied with a jerk of his chin in the direction of the pot, while fishing out a tobacco pouch. Klemet’s mobile rang just as he was preparing to snap the reindeer shank with a blow from the handle of his dagger.

      ‘Dammit!’ he groaned.

      He stared for a moment at the slender bone, as if expecting it to reply. A few shreds of meat clung to it, trickling with salty broth. Irritated by the intrusion, he turned to look at Mattis. The reindeer herder was putting the finishing touches to a hand-rolled cigarette. Droplets of broth glistened on his chin. A tiny shred of meat had stuck in his beard. Klemet made a face, still holding the bone and the dagger. Between ringtones, the only sound was the furious Siberian wind that had chilled the Finnmark for the past two days. As if thirty degrees below zero wasn’t enough.

      Mattis took advantage of the lull in conversation to pull a three-litre plastic container out from underneath his bunk. He heaved it up onto the table and filled his cup.

      The mobile was still ringing. Even in the depths of the vidda, there were places within range of a signal.

      The ringtone ceased. Klemet looked at the screen but said nothing. Nina stared at him, insistently. Finally, her partner passed her the telephone. Nina read the name.

      ‘I’ll call him back later,’ was all Klemet said.

      Evidently, reindeer breeders were quick to turn jumpy and short-tempered when their herds began to mingle.

      Mattis pushed the plastic container across the table to Klemet.

      ‘No thanks.’

      Mattis looked at Nina, who shook her head and thanked him with a smile. Mattis drained half his cup and winced, narrowing his eyes. Klemet picked up the shank bone again, snapping it clean in two. He held out one half to Nina. There was no smile of thanks this time. Nina had made herself comfortable, stretched out on the bench, her snowsuit gaping open at the front. The trailer was almost warm.

      ‘Want some?’

      ‘No,’ she replied drily. Here it came again. Klemet’s favourite joke.

      Slowly, her colleague raised the bone to his mouth, staring at her all the while. He sucked out a piece of marrow, slurping noisily, then wiped his mouth on his sleeve, winked at Mattis and turned to Nina with a twinkle in his eye.

      ‘Know what they call this? Sami Viagra.’

      Mattis looked uncertainly at the two police officers, until Klemet burst out laughing.

      Nina stared at him. Yes, she had heard that one at least twice already, during their four days on patrol. Now it was Mattis’s turn to laugh, a manic laugh that caught Nina by surprise. He took the other piece of bone and sucked out the marrow, with obvious relish.

      ‘Heh heh! Sami Viagra!’

      Unable to contain himself now, Mattis threw his head back and roared with laughter, his mouth wide open, offering a broad panorama of his remaining, stumpy teeth. Bits of meat jumped around in his mouth. Nina began to wonder what on earth she was doing here, but kept her feelings to herself. She knew Klemet was playing her up and hoped he would know when to stop. She knew she was still too much of a novice in the breeders’ world to tell Mattis what she was really thinking.

      Mattis held the dripping shank bone out to her, drooling from the corner of his mouth.

      ‘Go on, try it! Sami Viagra!’

      And he burst out laughing again, not without shooting a quick glance at Klemet. He launched into a new joïk, clapping in time, staring in Nina’s direction, though he seemed to be looking straight through her. Klemet seemed to be enjoying the show. He wiped the corner of an eye and looked at Mattis, smiling.

      Still on the end of the bench, Nina tucked her knees under her chin and folded her arms across her shins. Her sulky pose. The snowsuit made the manoeuvre difficult and uncomfortable. She frowned, then gratified Mattis with a diplomatic smile of refusal. Women were a rare sight in these parts, it seemed.

      ‘Well, that’s set me up for the day, anyhow,’ Klemet insisted, with a wicked glance in her direction. Mattis roared with laughter once again, slapping his thighs.

      ‘She’s a beauty, though, isn’t she?’ He hiccuped.

      Klemet stood up suddenly and helped himself to a ladleful of broth. Clearly, the joke was over. Mattis’s laughter stopped short. Nina unfolded herself and poured coffee, refusing a cup of reindeer broth. Mattis glanced at her out of the corner of his eye, leering at the young woman, the hint of her breasts in the outline of her dark-blue sweater. Then he shot another quick glance at Klemet and lowered his eyes.

      Nina felt exposed and out of place. The lecherous reindeer herder disgusted her, but she knew that, more than anything, he deserved her pity.

      ‘Well then, Mattis, your animals have got over to the other side of the river. You know they’re with Johann Henrik’s herd? That was him calling just now. For the second time today.’

      Mattis was surprised by Klemet’s sudden change of tone. He looked nervously at the police officer, then at Nina, first her face, then her breasts.

      ‘Oh?’ he said innocently. He rubbed the nape of his neck, glancing sideways at Klemet.

      The mobile rang again. Klemet picked it up, his gaze still fixed on Mattis, and cut the connection straight away. This time, the screen announced a call from police headquarters in Kautokeino. They could wait, too.

      ‘So?’ asked Klemet.

      Nina looked at Mattis. He had his people’s prominent, high cheekbones, a deeply lined face and quite a well-developed beard. Whenever he was about to speak, he would wince sharply and narrow his eyes, his lower lip gripping his top lip, before opening his eyes and mouth wide. She felt uncomfortable in this man’s presence, but riveted, too. There was no one like him in her little village on the shores of the fjord, two thousand kilometres to the south.

      ‘Dunno,’ said Mattis.

      Klemet opened his bag and took out a set of 1/50,000 maps of the region. He pushed the cooking pot to one side and the empty bean cans full of cigarette butts. Mattis drained his cup, winced again, then filled it back up to the top.

      ‘Look, we’re here. That’s the river, there’s the lake you pass when you head north for the migration. At the moment, Johann Henrik has his reindeer here, and here, in the woods.’

      ‘Oh yeah?’ Mattis yawned.

      ‘And yours have got across the river.’

      ‘The river…’

      Mattis giggled, hiccuped, then straightened his face.

      ‘Well, the thing is, see, my reindeer, they don’t know how to read the lines on the map.’

      ‘Mattis, you know perfectly well what I mean. Your reindeer shouldn’t be on that side of the river. You know there’ll be all hell to pay in the spring when you have to separate your herd from Johann Henrik’s. You’ll get into a dispute, like before. You know what hard work it is separating the reindeer.’

      ‘And watching the herd all alone, in the middle of winter, out in the tundra, that’s not hard work, eh?’

      ‘Can you show me your winter pasture on the map?’ asked Nina.

      Her knowledge of reindeer herding was theoretical for the moment – acquired during her brief training in Kiruna. As a little girl, she had often looked after the sheep her mother reared. That had been more for fun, really – the sheep were left to themselves at the far end of the fjord. Being a herder wasn’t work where she came from, more of an idle pastime. It was incredible to think the Sami herders would spend all night watching their reindeer, in an icy gale. She needed hard, quantifiable facts, to try to make sense of their lives.

      Mattis yawned again, rubbed his eyes and drank a mouthful of spirit. He ignored Nina’s question.

      ‘And why’s Johann Henrik complaining?’ he said, looking at Klemet. ‘He just needs to push his reindeer back towards the hill. He’s got people, he has.’

      ‘Mattis,’ said Nina, ‘I asked you to show me your winter pasture on the map.’ The young policewoman spoke calmly and quietly. She couldn’t begin to imagine that Mattis had ignored her on purpose.

      ‘Yes, he’s got people,’ Klemet replied. ‘But still, you’re on his land. That’s how it is, you’re responsible for your herd.’

      ‘Well, it’s not me that drew them, those boundaries,’ objected Mattis. ‘It’s the blasted bureaucrats at the Reindeer Administration, with their pretty coloured crayons and their rulers, in their centrally heated offices.’ He drank another gulp, without wincing this time. He was annoyed now. ‘And me, I was out almost all night watching the herd. D’you think I do that for fun?’

      ‘Mattis, please can you show me where your pasture is, here on the map?’ Nina’s voice was still calm.

      ‘Haven’t you got anyone who can help you?’ asked Klemet.

      ‘Help me? Who?’

      ‘Aslak does, sometimes.’

      ‘Well, not this time, it’s been a rotten winter for everyone. He’s probably still cross at me. And the reindeer haven’t got enough to eat. They can’t break the ice to get at the lichen. And I’ve had just about enough, I have. And I haven’t got the money for the dry feed. So my reindeer, they go where they can to get food. They eat the moss off the tree trunks, in the woods. What can I do about it?’ He took a longer swig of the drink. ‘I’ll go take a look later.’ He drained the cup and yawned elaborately. ‘And the little Miss – does she want me to tell her fortune?’

      ‘The little Miss would like you to show her where your winter pasture is, on the map.’

      ‘Klemet’ll tell you. No fortune-telling then? Well, I’m going to get some shut-eye.’

      Without further ado, Mattis shifted around on his bunk and lay down in his sleeping bag. Klemet rolled his eyes and signalled to Nina that it was time to go.

      Outside, he took a look at Mattis’s snowmobile, touched the engine and stared at it for a moment.

      ‘Klemet, why wouldn’t Mattis answer me?’

      ‘Oh, you know, it’s a man’s world out here. They’re not used to seeing a woman out in the tundra in the middle of winter, still less one in uniform. They don’t know how to handle it.’

      ‘Hm. And you do, of course?’

      ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

      ‘Nothing,’ said Nina. ‘Nothing. So what about this winter pasture? Your pal in there said you’d show me how far it extends.’

      Snow was falling again, despite the bitter cold. Klemet spread the map on the seat of his snowmobile and showed Nina the pasture.

      ‘But then, if his reindeer need woodland right now, he could take the herd north-west. There’s a much bigger wood there, and it’s in the middle of his zone, a long way away from Johann Henrik.’

      ‘Perhaps… Or perhaps they’ve already been there. And perhaps most of his herd is still there. We can go and take a look, if you like,’ said Klemet. ‘And after that, we’ll call on Johann Henrik.’

      They climbed aboard their snowmobiles. A few minutes later, Klemet stopped in the middle of the frozen lake, taking advantage of the signal to call his voicemail. The first message was from Johann Henrik, who sounded exasperated. The second, from headquarters in Kautokeino, was briefer still. Patrol P9 was to return to base immediately. Johann Henrik would have to wait.
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              12 noon, Kautokeino
            

          

        

      

      Karl Olsen had left the engine running on his pick-up. A few kilometres outside Kautokeino, the lay-by was empty apart from an abandoned trailer in front of the reindeer enclosure, unused at this time of year. It could not be seen from the road. He poured another cup of coffee, drank it scalding hot and looked around. Soon he would have to start checking the equipment. He pushed his cap back, high on his forehead. Above the brown leather peak, the green crown bore the logo of a large fertiliser company. He scratched his head slowly, squinting. Yes, he would need a lot of barley this year. He wanted to try tomatoes under polytunnels, too. There were EU subsidies up for grabs. Not for the local market, of course, but tourists always went for kind of thing: genuine Lapland tomatoes. He grinned to himself.

      The theft had been headline news at 9 a.m., and it was still top of the midday bulletin.

      ‘This was the first traditional Sami drum to be returned to Sami territory as part of a permanent collection,’ explained the German museum curator on the pick-up’s radio. ‘The drums were used by shamans. This one was tremendously important for the local population. It’s a tragedy for them. For years, people have been fighting to get the drums returned to their ancestral lands.’

      Karl Olsen sneered as he listened to the interview.

      ‘“Their ancestral lands…” Damned Kraut. Fine one to talk about ancestral lands.’

      His coffee had gone cold, and he tipped the dregs out of the window. Nothing new since this morning, then. He poured himself another small cup.

      A few minutes later, a sky-blue Volvo parked next to Olsen’s Korean pick-up. A slim man with a moustache got out and settled himself into Olsen’s passenger seat.

      ‘Coffee?’

      ‘Thanks,’ said the new arrival, pulling off his knitted hat. ‘So what’ve you got? Make it quick, I haven’t got much time.’

      ‘This business about the drum?’

      ‘Yes. Everyone’s on edge.’

      ‘You know, Rolf, I knew your father well. A really decent man. I think he liked me, too.’

      ‘Yes. And?’

      ‘How long have you been in the force, now, lad?’

      ‘Seventeen years. What’s this about? Call me up here to listen to my life story, did you?’

      ‘And it’s been, what, three years since you came back home to Kautokeino?’

      ‘A bit longer than that, as you well know.’

      ‘Listen, kid, this business with the drum is a pain in the arse.’

      ‘Yes, of course it is. So?’

      ‘Everyone’s going to get worked up about it, see.’

      ‘Everyone’s already worked up about it.’

      ‘Yeah, yeah. I just heard that idiot Kraut: “a tragedy, a tragedy”.’ The elderly farmer rolled his Rs, imitating the museum director’s accent. Rolf Brattsen was no fan of the German curator, either. The man was too preoccupied with the blasted Lapps, not enough with the true Norwegians.

      Karl Olsen turned a little further towards the policeman. He cursed the stiffness in his neck which forced him to twist his whole body to look at the person next to him. He peered sideways at Brattsen.

      ‘Listen, Rolf. I’m going to tell it like it is. Because that’s the way I am. I say what’s on my mind. You know me. You know I’m a member of the Progress Party. And you know what the party thinks about the Lapps and all their nonsense.’

      The policeman said nothing.

      ‘I know what you’re thinking, Rolf. But I know what your father thought, too. And your father and I, we thought the same way. Your father was a good Norwegian, you know that? Eh? And you, you’re a good Norwegian too, lad. Aren’t you, though? Eh, lad?’

      Tired of twisting around, the farmer leaned forward to tilt the rear-view mirror. Now he could look Brattsen in the eye without straining his neck and back.

      ‘So listen. I know you’re a good kid. Your father was a good man. We gave the Commies a run for their money back in the day, he and I. You know all about that. Well, the Lapps are no different. Bloody Communists, the lot of them. All their nonsense about land rights. Me, I know about the land. And the land chooses its own master. It belongs to whoever takes good care of it, no one else. You understand me? I look after my land. And they’ll all be waking up now thanks to that damned drum. “My drum, my land,” the whole blasted mess. It’s no good to us once they start. It’ll bring all the shit stirrers up from Oslo, too. We don’t need the suits up here, eh? We’re better off among our own kind. Better off still without the Lapps, too, that’s a fact.’

      The farmer paused to tip his cold coffee out of the window and pour another cup, steaming from the flask.

      ‘Well, you don’t have much to say for yourself, lad. Just like your father. Oh, he was good man. Absolutely straight up and down. Trustworthy, you know. Ha! Those Commies. We gave them what for. You look like him, you know? He’d be proud of you, lad.’

      ‘Look here, Karl,’ said Brattsen, suddenly, ‘I don’t like the fucking Lapps any more than you. And I don’t like the fucking Ruskies sniffing around here either, or the fucking Pakistanis overrunning our country. But I’m a policeman, OK?’

      ‘Steady on there, lad.’ Olsen smiled indulgently, pleased with the turn the conversation was taking at last. ‘Of course you’re a policeman, and a good one at that. I just wanted you to know you’re not alone. It won’t pay them to do too much thinking, that lot. And me, I reckon it won’t do any harm if the Lapps never get their drum back. It’ll give them ideas otherwise. They’ve already got their own police force…’

      ‘The Reindeer Police? Some crack squad, they are. Can’t even think straight, half of them. Bunch of fake cops.’

      Brattsen had dropped his guard now.

      ‘Right this minute,’ he went on, ‘the Kautokeino contingent are over at that tramp Mattis’s place. Idiot spends all his time chanting and drinking when he should be watching his herd.’

      ‘Is that where they are?’ Olsen struggled to turn in his seat, then checked himself. ‘Talk about a degenerate drunk. He’s your man. Well, it’s the inbreeding, isn’t it, though? You knew Mattis’s father?’

      ‘That crazed old guy people said was a shaman?’

      ‘That’s what people said, lad. Fact is, Mattis’s father was his uncle. His mother’s own brother, you get me?’

      Rolf Brattsen shook his head. ‘Got to get back to the station,’ he said. ‘I didn’t know you and my father knew each other that well.’ For the first time, he turned to look closely at Olsen. ‘He never talked about you.’

      Olsen stared straight ahead.

      ‘Get back to your work, son.’ He looked away. ‘Never forget who your real people are. And don’t be in any hurry to get that drum back. It’ll only stir the hornet’s nest. Blasted Lapp Communists.’
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              4.30 p.m., Kautokeino
            

          

        

      

      Klemet Nango and Nina Nansen entered the town from the south-east. They took the ‘motorway’ as it was called in winter, riding up the broad, frozen river that passed through the middle of Kautokeino, and stopping at the police station right in the centre. The public entrance was next to Vinmonopolet, the State-run liquor store, whose clients frequently veered in through the wrong door.

      The sun had long since sunk back from its zenith just below the horizon, but a faint blue glow remained. Klemet and Nina left their snowmobiles in the parking lot, carried the storage boxes between them, one by one, to the garage and headed up to the first-floor offices.

      ‘Perfect timing, the meeting’s just starting in the Sheriff’s office,’ said the station secretary, passing them on the stairs. ‘I’m rushed off my feet. This drum business.’

      ‘What drum?’

      ‘Haven’t you heard? You’ll see,’ said the secretary, brandishing a wad of papers. ‘Back in a minute.’

      Nina and Klemet dropped their equipment at the lockers and went to the meeting room. They were greeted by Superintendent Tor Jensen, known to all as the ‘Sheriff’ thanks to his habit of rolling his shoulders and sporting a leather cowboy hat when he wasn’t on duty.

      The Sheriff waited for them to take their seats. There were four other police officers in the room. Klemet noticed Deputy Superintendent Rolf Brattsen was absent.

      ‘On the night of Sunday to Monday, a Sami drum was stolen from Helmut Juhl’s place,’ Tor Jensen began. ‘As you know, this is a very special drum, the first to be returned to Lapland as part of a permanent collection. I’m not Sami, but this is very important for them, apparently. Important to you, is it, Klemet? You’re the only Sami here.’

      ‘I suppose, yes. Perhaps.’ Klemet was embarrassed.

      ‘There’s been a great fuss about it, in any case. The Sami are saying their identity has been stolen all over again, they’re being discriminated against, as always, etcetera… And Oslo isn’t happy, of course, especially with a major UN conference on indigenous peoples about to start up here in three weeks, and the Sami being our very own dearly beloved indigenous people, as you well know. Taught you all about that at police academy, did they, Nina? Be surprised if they did. Well, our Oslo friends are getting tetchy. They like being teacher’s pet and top of the class at the UN, especially where the handouts are concerned, and they don’t want their knuckles rapped over a stupid business about a drum.’

      ‘Do we have any idea who’s responsible?’ asked Nina.

      ‘None,’ replied the Sheriff.

      ‘Are there any leads, or theories?’ she asked.

      ‘Begin at the beginning. We’ll get on to that in a minute.’

      The secretary entered the room and distributed five stapled sheets of paper to everyone present.

      ‘So the drum was in a sealed case,’ the Sheriff continued. ‘A private collector had sent it to the museum just recently. The drum has disappeared with the case. Apparently nothing else was taken. There was a break-in. The thieves broke through two doors. The main glass door was shattered to pieces (photograph number one). And then the door to the archives, photo number two, which was forced. We don’t know how. There’s a plan of the museum premises. That’s your lot. See what you can do.’

      Klemet leafed quickly though the sheets of paper. Thin pickings indeed. A rushed job.

      ‘Remember: political pressure big-time from Oslo, but also the Sami politicos here. Not forgetting the Far Right who are trying to score points off the Sami, laying it on thick, too. You guys can get over to the museum and investigate.’ He indicated the other officers in the room. ‘Klemet and Nina, you’ll be reinforcing the street patrols in town. Things are quite lively, it seems.’

      ‘And the leads, any theories?’ asked Nina, with a sweet smile. For the second time today, her questions had been ignored and it was starting to annoy her.

      The Sheriff looked at her for a moment in silence.

      ‘All we know is that a woman living next to the museum…’ he glanced at the slim report, ‘Berit Kutsi, heard a snowmobile in the night. Nothing unusual in that, what with the breeders coming in and out at all hours, but it’s unusual in that location. The tracks were obliterated by the snowstorm. Oh, and Rolf is in charge of the investigation. I want to see everyone report back tomorrow morning.’

      ‘Klemet, how are things out in the vidda?’ asked the Sheriff, when the others had gone.

      ‘Getting a little tense. It’s been a bad winter. It’s very hard for the small-time breeders. I think we’ll be seeing an escalation of fights and disputes.’

      ‘Klemet – we don’t need any major trouble, with this conference just around the corner. You get my meaning.’

      Klemet frowned. ‘Try telling that to the reindeer.’

      ‘And you try telling that to the breeders. Do your job. Meanwhile, take Nina into town. In a professional capacity, you understand.’

      ‘Got any new jokes, Sheriff?’

      ‘I know you, Klemet.’

       

      Klemet and Nina rode a few hundred metres on their snowmobiles along the Alta road, as far as the crossroads. Everyone referred to Kautokeino’s main intersection as ‘the crossroads’. The Alta road came in from the north, along the riverbank, leaving town in the direction of Finland and Kiruna in Sweden. The big trucks used it as a direct link between southern and northern Norway. It had the advantage of running in a straight line: the route crossed two national borders, but it was better than the interminable road around the Norwegian fjords. Perpendicular to it, another route led to the supermarket car park and, in the opposite direction, to the road serving the industrial estate. Beyond that, it circled the imposing wooden church, visible from all over the town.

      A group of about ten people occupied the middle section of the crossroads. Most wore traditional Sami costume, the rich colours silhouetted against the snow in the twilight. Two elderly women carried a banner that had clearly been made in a hurry and was barely legible, its letters seeping into the cloth: ‘Give us back our drum.’ Succinct and to the point, thought Klemet. Another group clustered around a brazier. It was a little warmer now, only about minus 20°C. But a light breeze made the cold bite hard.

      Klemet and Nina left their vehicles in the parking area, near the brazier. There was very little traffic. As usual. A woman apparently in her late fifties turned to them and offered coffee.

      ‘Well, Berit, what are you doing here?’ asked Klemet.

      He and Berit Kutsi had known one another since childhood. Her fine, smooth skin lay close over the contours of her face, stretched smooth across her high, prominent cheekbones, creasing only when she smiled. She radiated goodness and empathy, and her kind expression was accentuated by the slight downward slant of her eyes.

      Klemet knew all the protesters, in fact. They were Sami, but none was a reindeer breeder apart from Olaf, the youngest present. He was talking to the driver of a car, bending over its open window. The other herders had no time for protests. They were out in the vidda, watching their reindeer or sleeping, catching up on a night’s vigil in the cold. Like Mattis, no doubt, at that very moment. Trying to forget that in a few hours’ time they would have to go back out into the biting cold and wind, pile on the layers of clothes, ignore their hangover, fire up the snowmobile and set off alone across the tundra, hoping to avoid an accident. More than once, a herder had been found frozen to death near his snowmobile after hitting a rock, invisible under the thick snow. Reindeer breeding was justly famous as the most dangerous job in the Far North.

      ‘Well now, what a pretty girl!’ smiled Berit, teasing Klemet gently, as she always had. ‘Watch out for him, dear,’ she added, for Nina’s benefit. ‘Klemet’s a charmer, one for the ladies. You might not think so to look at him? Make sure he keeps his hands to himself!’

      Nina glanced at Klemet with an embarrassed smile. He could see she was unused to the outspokenness of northerners. It did not sit easily with the natural reserve of southern Scandinavians. ‘Berit, you say you heard a snowmobile in front of the museum?’

      ‘Well, I’ve already told Rolf everything. When I heard the scooter, I thought it was a breeder coming in from the north side of the valley. From the other side of the hill where the cultural centre is,’ she noted, for Nina’s benefit. ‘There are some herds over that way. But the snowmobile stopped in the front of the Juhl Centre, which never happens in the dead of night, and the engine kept running, just ticking over.’

      ‘What time was that?’

      ‘About five o’clock this morning, perhaps, or earlier. I often wake up around then and I go back to sleep. But the noise of the engine woke me up when it drove off again.’

      ‘Did you see the snowmobile, or the rider?’ asked Nina.

      ‘Just for a moment, the headlights lit up my bedroom as bright as day. I was dazzled, so I couldn’t see the rider. Not from the front, anyway. But when he rode off, I saw from behind that he was wearing an orange-coloured boiler suit, like a construction worker.’

      That was little enough to go on. Contrary to the Sheriff’s preconceptions, Klemet wasn’t particularly traumatised by the theft of the drum. Except that it was a criminal act, of course. Klemet had never been a very orthodox Sami, for a host of reasons. And he didn’t like rummaging through those too often. Even less so in front of non-Sami.

      Berit had returned to the side of the crossroads, joining another group of protesters blocking the road leading to the church.

      Olaf Renson walked over. In his late forties, he was still the youngest of the group. Nina noticed his proud, dynamic carriage, the determined set of his jaw, the sensual mouth and high, prominent cheekbones. His wavy, black, jaw-length hair was in striking contrast to Klemet’s stiff, chestnut-brown crop.

      ‘So! Here come the cops.’ He spoke quickly. ‘What do you want from us? Found the drum already, have you, Klemet? Good afternoon, miss…’ He eyed Nina seductively.

      ‘Hello,’ said Nina with a polite smile. Klemet saw no point in extending a greeting of his own.

      ‘Klemet, if there’s a drop of Sami blood left in your veins, you must see that the theft of the drum is a scandal. A knife in the wound! We won’t stand for it. It’s an insult too far. You can understand that, Klemet, or have you forgotten your roots?’

      ‘That’s enough, Olaf, all right?’

      ‘Did you ever see the drum?’ asked Nina.

      ‘No, I think it was going to be put on show in a few weeks.’

      ‘Why is it so important?’

      ‘It’s the first one to be returned here to Sápmi,’ said Olaf, glancing from Nina to Klemet and back. ‘For decades, the Swedish, Danish and Norwegian pastors persecuted us, confiscating the shamans’ drums and burning them. They were terrified of them. Just imagine – we used them to heal the sick and talk to the dead. They burned hundreds of drums. There are barely more than fifty left in museums, in Stockholm and elsewhere in Europe. One or two in private collections. But none here, with the Sami people. Unbelievable, isn’t it? And then finally, the first drum ever to be returned is stolen. Sheer provocation!’

      ‘Who stood to gain by it?’ Nina asked.

      ‘Who?’

      Olaf lifted his chin and ran his hand through his hair.

      ‘Who would want the drum to disappear? Who do you think? People who don’t want the Sami to hold their heads high again, of course.’

      Klemet stood watching Olaf in silence. The posturing irritated him. Renson was supposed to be a reindeer breeder, but he always found time to strut about on protests like this. He was a piece of work all right. A hard-nosed militant for the Sami cause since his teens, in the late 1970s. Back then, a number of Norwegian, Chilean, Australian and other companies had developed mines and dams in Lapland. One of them, a Chilean company called Mino Solo, had attracted fierce opposition for its unorthodox methods, leading to demonstrations for which Olaf Renson had provided a willing figurehead. He had forged a solid reputation as a militant and righter of wrongs, provoking more than a few pangs of conscience for Klemet.

      Two trucks approached the crossroads. They were blocked by a couple of elderly Sami women, who stood in their path for a few brief seconds in a token show of defiance, before letting them through. The drivers – Swedish according to their plates – did not seem bothered. A line of cars had formed in the opposite direction. The driver of a green Volvo began to sound his horn. Others soon followed suit. The elderly ladies carried on as before, stopping for five seconds in front of each vehicle.

      One of the trucks reached the middle of the crossroads. There were two people in the cabin. The Swedish driver seemed to be enjoying a joke, elbowing his passenger. Klemet recognised the second man as Mikkel, a local herder who worked for the wealthier reindeer breeders. The driver wound down his window and leaned his tatooed arm outside, despite the cold. Klemet heard him call to one of the elderly women: ‘Hej hej! ̓Spose a fuck’s out of the question, darlin’?’

      Klemet was relieved to see she hadn’t understood. The driver roared with laughter, high-fived his passenger and drove off. Klemet shook his head in disgust. He felt ashamed on behalf of the women.

      Olaf returned to the other side of the crossroads and stood proudly in front of the green Volvo, eyeing the driver without a word. He turned to look at Klemet, as if throwing down a challenge. Then, with a lordly wave, he let the driver pass.

      Tomas Mikkelsen, the reporter, had arrived on the scene. He held a microphone up to Olaf, who glared at it, apparently outraged. Klemet could just about lip-read his words. Olaf gestured expansively, puffing out his chest, as he always did. Just as the interview was getting under way, a minibus drove up the road opposite the supermarket, honking its horn. Tomas held out his mike to catch the sound, background ‘colour’ for the 6 p.m. bulletin. A tall man stepped down from the bus, shouting. Klemet recognised the local pastor, a heavy-featured man with a luxuriant blond beard, looking for all the world like a vociferous lumberjack.

      Klemet and Nina walked over.

      ‘Clear out of my way immediately! What on earth’s got into you all?’ The pastor was incensed. Three elderly protesters stood politely to one side to let him through. He regained his composure. ‘What’s all this about, my friends?’

      ‘It’s the drum, Reverend,’ said one of the men.

      The pastor frowned.

      ‘The drum, the drum… Well, I can see that would be very upsetting, losing the drum. But you’ll get it back, won’t you? I suggest you get off home and stop blocking my road.’

      Olaf reached the pastor at the same time as Klemet, Nina and Tomas Mikkelson, his microphone still recording.

      ‘It’s not your road, Pastor,’ Olaf declared. ‘And the drum isn’t just any drum, you should know that better than anyone – your predecessors burned all the others.’

      Surrounded by the small group, the pastor adopted a honeyed expression. But his lips were pinched tight. He was struggling to contain himself.

      ‘Come, come, my children. That’s all in the past, and well you know it, Olaf. You ought to know it, at any rate, rather than getting these good people worked up into a frenzy.’

      ‘Worked up? The drum is our soul, our history…’

      The pastor’s fury rang out once again.

      ‘Your damned drum is the instrument of the devil! And you, the police, will be so kind as to keep the road to my church clear. I am expecting my flock.’

      Klemet felt acutely uneasy in the man’s presence. Like his own family, the pastor was a Laestadian, a member of one of the Lutheran Church’s most hard-line sects.

      ‘Olaf, you can carry on demonstrating, but stay off the road, is that clear?’ Klemet ordered him.

      ‘Ha! The collaborator shows his hand,’ scoffed Olaf. ‘Always on the side of authority, eh, Nango? Got the uniform to prove it. All right folks, let the reverend drum-burner through.’

      The pastor shot a furious look at the protester.

      ‘Time to be getting along, too, Reverend. Back to your church. And keep your comments to yourself in future.’

      Nina had spoken. Everyone stared at her in astonishment. Olaf flashed a smile. But her attention was already focused on the crossroads once more.

      The line of cars was getting longer, and the chorus of horns louder. It was shopping time. Stuck in the jam, Karl Olsen sounded his horn, furiously. The farmer was red with rage. He shouted a warning to Berit Kutsi.

      ‘For Christ’s sake, Berit, get them to let me through.’

      ‘I’ll tell them to hurry up,’ said Berit, recognising her employer.

      ‘I thought you were supposed to be at work on the farm today?’ Olsen asked her, drily.

      He swore under his breath, accelerated hard and disappeared into the dark, loud with the din of car horns.

      ‘What a charming man,’ said Nina.

      ‘Life is not always kind here,’ said Berit. ‘But kind hearts keep watch, and the breath of goodness is felt in the vidda. God’s peace,’ she added, in parting.
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8.30 a.m., Kautokeino

      The events of the previous day had plunged Patrol P9 into turbulent, unfamiliar waters for the Reindeer Police. For Nina, the recent police academy graduate, the repercussions came as less of a shock than for Klemet: she had spent the past two years in Oslo, where politics and social issues were hotly debated in police circles. The scene at the crossroads proved to her that, despite appearances, tensions could run high in the region. She knew very little about Sami issues. A member of parliament for the populist Progress Party had expressed concern over the creation of a Sami court, dealing exclusively with Sami affairs. ‘What next, a special court for Pakistanis?’ he had declared. He had been fiercely criticised, but the outburst had gone unpunished. People were becoming immune to the excesses of the Progress Party.

      The first visit of the morning was to Lars Jonsson, Kautokeino’s brutish-looking pastor. The police car made its way slowly past the dozen or so Sami still occupying the crossroads and briefly blocking the path of each car, following the ritual established the day before. Patrol P9 was no exception. Berit Kutsi stood aside after five seconds and waved to Nina and Klemet, who drove on down ‘the pastor’s road’ and parked outside the immaculate wooden church, painted a deep, ox-blood red. The pastor was at work in the sacristy.

      The Kautokeino police had shared out the interview duties. Deputy Superintendent Rolf Brattsen and his men were taking care of the usual Saturday-night suspects. The town’s disaffected youth generally congregated at the pool table in the pub and often ended the evening in an alcoholic stupor during which any number of petty, idiotic misdemeanours were likely to be committed. Nothing serious, in Brattsen’s view: dustbins overturned, neighbours kept awake, car or snowmobile races on the frozen river, pot-shots at the street lamps, girls given a bit of rough treatment, or forced into things. He would interview the local losers one by one and soon see if one of them had been showing off for the others at Juhl’s place. Klemet and Nina would make the rounds of the others, the Sami ‘politicos’ as Brattsen dismissively called them. They would see the pastor, too, and the Progress Party representatives, together with any other potential suspects.

      ‘Morning, Lars. We’ve come about the drum,’ said Klemet.

      Her partner did not like the reverend and it showed, Nina thought.

      ‘Ah, the drum. Which I am now accused of burning, I imagine?’ The pastor drew a long, deep breath. ‘Bringing drums back here is a bad idea. And do you know why, Miss?’ He addressed Nina, the newcomer, and gestured for them to sit down. ‘Not because of the drum itself, but because of everything that goes with it. Drums are all about spirits walking abroad, trances and all the waywardness that accompanies them – the means the shamans use to achieve the trance state. I mean alcohol, Miss. Alcohol, and the ravages of alcohol,’ growled the pastor, fiercely. ‘And that I cannot accept.’

      The two police officers said nothing for a moment. The pastor’s eyes blazed and his jaw trembled.

      ‘You see, it took decades to rescue the Sami from the spiral of evil. Only the grace of God and the rejection of their ancient beliefs saved them. They are all the better for it, believe me. They fear God, and so it should be, henceforth and for ever. A drum marks the return of evil among us. Anarchy. The sufferings inflicted by alcohol. Broken families, the end of all we have struggled to build here over almost two centuries.’

      Nina knew she was far too ignorant in these matters to argue with the pastor, but she noticed Klemet shifting irritably in his seat.

      ‘I don’t know many Sami who go in for shamanism these days,’ he retorted.

      The pastor shot him a furious look.

      ‘What do you know, you of little faith? Since when have you shown any interest in the salvation of souls? Your family did, but you, Klemet? You spent more time tinkering with cars and going to parties in your youth than you did at church.’

      ‘Reverend,’ Nina interrupted him, ‘we need to know who stands to gain by stealing the drum.’

      ‘And burning it, I know what you’re inferring! If I had it in my possession, I’d burn it right now, believe me!’

      He quickly recovered his composure.

      ‘Figuratively speaking, of course. I respect the culture of our Sami friends. Hm. Their culture, you see, not their ancient superstitions…’

      ‘But you talk about it in very disparaging terms,’ Nina broke in.

      ‘Disparaging? No, indeed. Don’t misunderstand me. But I know what rumbles beneath. I know the lure of the forces of evil, I wage war against them. Our leader Laestadius understood how to save the Sami long before anyone, and better than anyone.’ His barely contained rage broke the surface once again. ‘We must show not the slightest weakness!’

      ‘Lars, where were you on Sunday night?’

      ‘Watch your tone, Klemet! You don’t seriously think I stole the drum?’

      The pastor was being altogether too familiar with her colleague, Nina thought. And patronising. She did not like it.

      ‘Please just answer the question,’ she ordered, no longer trying to keep things friendly. ‘And remember you’re addressing an officer of the police.’

      The pastor smiled benevolently.

      ‘After Sunday eucharist, I always spend the afternoon with my family – my wife and four daughters. We go for a long walk, and we take mulled cranberry juice and oat biscuits along with us. It’s the only time in the week when we eat biscuits. My wife makes them in the morning. And in the evening we eat early – bread and butter and jam – after I’ve supervised the girls’ homework. That’s really about it. After supper, we read the Bible and we are early to bed. And that’s how it was this Sunday, too. My wife and daughters will confirm that.’

      ‘Do people seem disturbed by the presence of the drum here in Kautokeino?’ Nina asked.

      ‘Truly, I think they are. Some of my parishioners have spoken to me about it. They do not, perhaps, see the same dangers as I do and I cannot blame them for that. They are simple people, as is right, for God loves the pure in heart. I have reassured them, of course, as a pastor should always reassure his flock. But I see none of them capable of such a criminal act. My parishioners fear God and respect the law of men, I can vouch for that,’ he concluded, defiantly.

       

      Thugs weren’t an obvious presence on the streets of Kautokeino. Policing was low-key – you just had to handle the right people, the right way. Unless it was reindeer business, of course, in which case the rules were quite different. There wasn’t much of a drug problem, either. There were drugs about, of course, like everywhere else, but the traffickers were mostly passing truck drivers.

      Rolf Brattsen knew where his regular suspects were to be found, when they weren’t at school or at work. Or hanging around on the dole. They’d be practising their Sami hip-hop or some such ludicrous nonsense. The best thing, he told himself, would be to put one of them under arrest, fast. At least hold someone at the station for questioning. In the run-up to the UN conference, that was definitely his best course of action. Unlike the Reindeer Police, he operated in plain clothes. But that didn’t change anything. Everyone saw him coming, knew who he was. That was the trouble with places where you’d spent too much time, he told himself. He thought about Karl Olsen’s remark on the number of years he had spent in the force. And what had he got out of it? What had he achieved? In Kautokeino, Norwegians always lost out to the Lapps. The State was stymied by its guilty conscience over the indigenous population and their supposed mistreatment in the past. Mistreatment, for Christ’s sake! The upshot was, everyone was too scared to strike hard when it mattered. I’m just here for show, Rolf Brattsen told himself. Reduced to going through the motions.

      He stopped his car behind the theatre and was pleased to find three youngsters smoking and drinking beers. They showed no sign of running off when he got out of the vehicle.

      Brattsen knew all three. He had already had them in on minor charges. That was how he operated. Make them feel you were keeping an eye on them. If they put a foot out of line, they’d be carted off to the station to cool down and sober up. Keep up the pressure. Never let them think they can get away with murder just because they’re Lapps.

      ‘Revising hard for our exams, are we?’

      The youths carried on smoking their roll-ups. They looked at him, grinning. Unfazed, thought Brattsen.

      ‘Good weekend?’

      ‘Yep.’ One of the youths ventured a reply. He was wearing canvas trainers, in spite of the cold.

      ‘Few parties?’

      ‘Yep.’

      ‘Which party were you at on Sunday?’

      ‘Sunday?’

      The youth in trainers was wearing a Canada Goose jacket, like a lot of young people in the town. He seemed to be giving the question some thought.

      ‘One you weren’t invited to, whatever…’ The show of bravado prompted a burst of laughter from his friends. But his expression was anxious. For a whole host of possible reasons, Brattsen thought to himself.

      ‘Nice jacket you’ve got there,’ he said.

      The youth made no reply, dragging on his cigarette.

      ‘Mind if I take a look?’

      Brattsen examined the jacket and pulled on something sticking out of the sleeve. A feather. He looked at it carefully. Stared hard at the other youths, too, both of whom were now watching him nervously.

      ‘Looks like a flight of wild geese came through here recently,’ he said. ‘Except it’s not the migrating season. Is it, lads?’

      The three youths stared at him, uncomprehending.

      ‘What do you kids take me for, a complete novice? This jacket’s fake. Fell off the back of a passing truck, did it?’

      A long silence greeted his words.

      ‘Can’t hear you, sorry…’

      ‘Well, there’s no fooling you, Officer,’ said the youth in the trainers, who had finished his cigarette and stood with his hands deep in his pockets.

      ‘Dear, oh dear, Erik, you’ve really decided to mouth off today, haven’t you? Where were you Sunday night, what time did you leave, and which way did you go home? What else was going on, on Sunday night? I want to know everything, now! Or I’ll be shoving your black-market goose feathers right up your arse, one by one.’

      Erik shot a quick glance at his friends.

      ‘There was only one party Sunday, at Arne’s, at the Youth Hostel.’

      ‘Near Juhl’s place. Well now. Why don’t you tell me all about it back at the nice warm station, gentlemen?’

       

      Patrol P9 left the church and climbed back into the car. Nina turned to her colleague.

      ‘You seemed to be having a hard time with the pastor.’

      Klemet looked at her for a moment, then put his index finger to his lip.

      ‘Hush. Not now. You’re going to spoil the most magical moment of the year.’

      Nina stared at him in blank incomprehension. Klemet picked up the Finnmark Dagblad from the floor and showed her the back page. The weather information. She saw straightaway what he meant, and smiled. There was less than a quarter of an hour to go. Klemet drove fast, past the police station and out of Kautokeino, taking a track that wound to the top of a hill overlooking the town. Cars and snowmobiles were already parked. Some locals had spread reindeer skins on the ground and were settled with thermos flasks and sandwiches. Children ran about, shouting. Their mothers told them to be quiet. People were well covered with parkas, rugs, chapkas. Some were stamping their feet to keep warm. Everyone fixed their gaze on the horizon.

      The magnificent gleam intensified, reflecting more and more brightly against the scattered clouds lingering in the distance. Nina was entranced. She looked at her watch. It was 11.13 a.m. Now, a bright, trembling halo of light blurred the point on the horizon at which everyone was gazing. Instinctively, Nina reached for her camera. Then she saw the emotion on her colleague’s face and decided not to ask him to take her picture. She took a discreet photograph of Klemet instead and turned to enjoy the spectacle. The children had fallen quiet. The silence was as great as the moment itself.

      Down in southern Norway, Nina had grown up knowing nothing about this phenomenon, but she sensed its physical, even spiritual power. Like Klemet, she leaned back against the side of the car to savour the first ray of sunshine. She turned to look at him. He was deep in thought, his eyes screwed up against the light. The sun seemed to struggle, keeping low on the horizon. Now, he stepped forward, turned and gazed intently at his shadow on the snow, as if seeing a magnificent work of art for the first time. The children began running around again. The adults clapped their hands together or jumped on the spot. The sun had kept its word. Everyone was reassured. Forty days casting no shadow by the light of the sun. The wait had not been in vain.

       

      After sunrise – and sunset – Klemet and Nina went for lunch at the Villmarkssenter hotel, named for its remote location, out here in the backwoods. Kautokeino was a Sami town of around two thousand souls, far from the coast, in the Sápmi interior. From the hills overlooking the town, on both sides of the river, the views extended far and wide across the vidda, though not far enough to give a true impression of the size of the municipality, which covered an area roughly the size of a country like Lebanon. A further thousand or so people, many of them reindeer breeders, populated the rest of the vast area, living in small, isolated hamlets.
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