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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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