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To Sam Bennett and Oonah McFarlane Wells – then practically strangers to me – who wouldn’t let me fail at a difficult time, but showed immense love and compassion by teaching me how to draw myself a new map in life.



	IN STOCKHOLM
	 


	Magnus Stille
	Administrator at Bergskollegium, Swedish Board of Mines.


	Isabella Stille
	Magnus’s wife. Daughter of State Minister of Justice. 


	Ellen, Harriet, Peter
	Their children. 


	Karl Rosenblad
	State Minister of Justice.


	Ingeborg Rosenblad
	His wife.


	Lovisa Rosenblad
	His daughter, Isabella’s sister. 


	Gabriel Mårtensson
	Works for Magnus at Bergskollegium.






	ABOARD STEAMER
	 


	Hans Rexius
	Priest, journeying to Norwegian border.


	Fredrik Wetterlund
	Priest, journeying to Norwegian border.


	Lars (last name unknown)
	Warden of the county prison in Luleå.






	IN LULEÅ
	 


	Gunnar Cronstedt
	County Governor.


	Frans Svensson
	Bergskollegium’s regional master of the mountain. 






	AT TANA RAPIDS
	 


	Ove and Anna-Maria Edgren
	Farmers at Tana Rapids.






	BLACKÅSEN VILLAGE
	 


	Jacob Palm (Merchant)
	Born in Stockholm. Arrived to Blackåsen in 1845.


	Helena Palm
	Jacob’s wife.


	Ulf Liljeblad (Priest)
	Born on Blackåsen. Educated in Uppsala. Deceased: one of the victims. 


	Frida Liljeblad (Priest’s Wife)
	Originally from Uppsala. Arrived in Blackåsen in 1835.


	Jan-Erik Persson (Constable) 
	Born on Blackåsen. Educated in Uppsala. Deceased: one of the victims.


	His wife (Constable’s Wife)
	Born on Blackåsen. 


	Her father (Blind Man)
	Born on Blackåsen.


	Jan-Erik’s sister (Constable’s Sister)
	Born on Blackåsen. Maid at the vicarage.


	Adelaide Gustavsdotter (Holy Woman)
	Born on Blackåsen. Leader of a religious sect of separatists (have exited the state church).


	Matts Fjellström (Hunter)
	Born on Blackåsen. Farmer.


	Daniel Fjellström (Long Beard) 
	Born on Blackåsen. Matts’s brother. Farmer.


	Lars Berg (Giant)
	Born in Stockholm. Farmer.


	Rune Dahlbom
	Born on Blackåsen. Educated in Uppsala. Teacher at Falu Mining School. Deceased: one of the victims.


	Sigrid Rudin (Child of Village)
	Born on Blackåsen. Lives with Adelaide Gustavsdotter.


	Susanna Rudin (Singing One)
	Born on Blackåsen. Deceased in 1840. Self-murderess. Sigrid’s mother. 


	Per Eriksson (Night Man)
	Born on Blackåsen. Spent time in prison for murdering his father. Returned and became the night man. 


	Anders (Lone One)
	Born on Blackåsen. Recluse. Lives on the other side of the lake.






	SAMI TRIBE
	 


	Biijá (Ester)
	One of the elderly women in a Sami tribe.


	Nila (Nils)
	Biijá’s deceased husband, former noiade/leader of the tribe.


	Dávvet
	Likely new leader of the tribe.


	Livli
	Sent away for illicit love affair with Dávvet when young.


	Suonjar, Innga, Aili, Beahkká
	Tribe members.






	GLOSSARY
	 


	sita – Sami tribe


	kåta – Sami tent


	joik – traditional Sami singing style


	noiade – Sami shaman






	The Sami nomadic tribe counts eight seasons: EARLY SPRING March–April, SPRING May–June, EARLY SUMMER June, SUMMER July–August, LATE SUMMER August, AUTUMN September–October, LATE AUTUMN November, WINTER December–March (Source: People of Eight Seasons, Ernst Manker, Wahlström & Widstrand, 1972).
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PART ONE
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Blackåsen, Spring 1856

In death, something departs. Life – yes, yes – but also something physical. Why else would a person’s bulk shrink so? Their chest caves in, their arms shrivel, their legs shorten … The skin droops and the palate blackens. It is clear that there remains nothing but the dry shell of a nut.

At the Resurrection, Jesus will return to wake the Faithful. What will He do if He finds them incomplete?

This is what I first think when I see Nila’s body.

Then I wonder when he became so old.

We give him the ancient burial. None of us suggests we imprison the man who led us under six feet of soil. Not even Sunojar says we ought to take him to the village to be put in Holy Ground. Our fingers work to some forgotten cadence; wrap his body in bark – the dry wood against our hands smooth as water and coarse as rock. We lay him into his sleigh and lift it in a hollow tree trunk on the ground.

Then we stand in silence. At once, my chest pulls together and I can’t breathe. I lurch forwards. Hands grasp my elbows, bodies press against mine. I have to bite the inside of my cheek not to scream and push them away. For the members of the sita are one and the same. And so I don’t struggle. I make no noise. I think myself up, up, and gone, pretend it is not my body being touched.

I sit in my kåta. I light a fire though it is hot, and after a while I stink of sour sweat. I stare into the thin flames and wait for grief to find me, but I am as empty as the wooden food bowl by my feet. Outside, the sita is quiet, waiting for me to mourn. We ought to leave our spring camp and continue our walk – the snow has disappeared, the reindeer herd has left for the high mountains followed and guarded by a few of ours. Yes, early summer will soon be upon us with midges and gadflies, and here we are, caught in journey land, first because of Nila and now because of me. And inside my kåta – inside me – still nothing.

My mother once said the sita was a castle. I thought of thick walls, of safety inside. But she didn’t look happy when she said it. I guess walls can do many things.

Early morning on the fourth day, before the others wake, I pack my reindeer hide and my kettle. I hesitate and add my china cup. I take some dried reindeer meat, coffee, cheese. In my pouch I have my knife, steel, flint stone, birch-bark, spoon, and comb. The others will hurt when they discover I have gone, but they will settle down. ‘Wandering’, they will say. ‘Biijá has gone wandering.’ I step outside, and one of the dogs yelps. I point at the ground with my walking stick and it lies belly down, nose to the dirt, only its eyes trailing me.

My feet take me back down Crowfoot Trail. They follow the river for a while, and then cross it – me wobbling on the wet stones, supporting myself on my stick – and carry me into the valley. The smells of fresh pine and lofty summer wind remind me of the journey we undertook, Nila and I, newly married: the excitement and curiosity about each other; the freedom of a future yet to be revealed. Night comes, light blue, starless. I am not tired and keep walking. When the cuckoo tells me morning has come, I lie down under a spruce tree, sheltered by its branches. I wake again as the sun weakens.

And so I continue: during the night, I walk, during the day, I sleep. I don’t eat. I am in a dream, going wherever my feet take me.

Then, one night, my feet turn determined. The feeling of leisure disappears. Now they hasten towards the mountain on the other side of the valley, and now I try to divert them – aim them perhaps towards the round hillocks in the west, or, better, the coast by the eastern sea, but they won’t have it.

By the base of Blackåsen Mountain, they stop.

I look up at the ashen mountain. I don’t like it. But my limbs refuse to move. This is where grief will come and find me. Here. Perhaps it is appropriate.

I set up camp on the south side, in a glade thick with reindeer moss, close to some juniper shrubs and a stream. From a rock, I have a view over the mountain top. I will sit here and wait until my soul catches up with me. Then I shall pick recent events apart like you clean a fish from its bones, lay them bare and look at them until I understand them and can sort them back into myself again, one by one, in some kind of order.

I build a fire ring. Old age can mellow a being – I put one stone down, then the next – slow them down and soften them. Or it can rouse them, garble their qualities, so what used to please begins to jar and shriek. We didn’t expect it to happen to Nila, that’s all.

In my mind there is a sudden image of Nila, eyes round, white beard quivering, screaming: ‘Listen to me!’

I shut it down. Tomorrow. Tomorrow, I will think about all of it.

This night, I lie awake and listen. I know the Blackåsen of winter very well; our usual site is not far, but never before have I been here this late. The high mountains have different sounds. Here, the forest ticks and croaks. The high wind is absent, there is no gahw of snowy owls.

I lift myself off the craggy ground and adjust my body, all angles and aches. Old age again. Lately, my past has started cohabiting with my daily life, the one becoming more vivid than the other. As I go about my chores, I think as much about people long gone as I do about those alive. We used to say the dead and the living were two sides of the same coin. Priest would be horrified. Anyway, that was a long time ago.

‘Dear Jesus.’

I hear myself mumble this in between consciousness and sleep.

The second morning, Merchant comes. Not to see me – when he notices me on my rock, he flinches.

He has airs, Merchant. Walks with the stiffness that makes a person stumble in the forest, or scrape their side against a tree. Merchant. Jacob Palm. We have names for all of the settlers. There’s ‘Priest’; ‘Constable’; ‘Holy Woman’ …

Nila used the settlers’ real names. Even with me, he did. ‘Ulf Liljeblad,’ he said, or ‘Jan-Erik Persson,’ lips pointed in a whistle. Behind his back, I laughed. His eagerness to get it right made me think of a child.

The settlers might call me things, too. Though most likely, they just use my other name, the one the priest bestowed upon me and printed into his book with ink: Ester. Said out loud, it sounds like a person who is going and coming at the same time. Es.Ter.

Biijá is my real name. It’s what my mother whispered that autumn night when I was born – scent of snow in the air, reindeer rustling outside the kåta.

In Nila’s mouth, the B softened to a P. ‘Piijá,’ he said. ‘My Piijá.’

‘Are you living here now?’ Merchant asks.

His eyes have already walked over my bed, my fire, and back. He wipes his forehead with a cloth.

It might anger the villagers that I have come here. Perhaps they will say I should have asked permission, though this is Lapp land and it is they who ought to ask. But Merchant doesn’t seem upset. He wants to go, looks up mountain, body tense in an arch.

‘Then we’ll meet again,’ he says, and that’s when I say, ‘Do you want coffee?’ And he says, ‘Perhaps another time,’ and leaves.

I sit back down on the stone and stick my fingers in its hollows.

Merchant had neither rifle to hunt, nor vessels to gather. Perhaps he was out taking stock. Knowing where to find a specific plant or where to set a trap can be the difference between life and death. Perhaps Merchant is learning.

I put my hands at the back of my knees and raise them up – first one, then the other.

When my mother died, I grieved so much I vomited out my insides, and what remained was raw, newborn, shrieking in sharp light.

Time has come to think it through, I tell myself, but my mind stays blank. I can’t remember a thing.

There is only this: I am relieved my husband is dead.
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~Five weeks later~

Stockholm, June 1856

The State Minister of Justice is standing with his back towards me, looking out. The light coming from the window might make his shoulders seem hollow, but that’s an illusion. He is as tall and broad-shouldered as me.

‘The man who came said it was the worst thing he’d ever seen.’ He turns to look me in the eyes to make sure I have understood the gravity of what he’s just told me. I nod. A massacre in one of the Lapland mountain settlements – a priest, a law enforcement officer, and a local settler – slaughtered by the Lapps. That’s what he’s telling me now: ‘slaughtered’, not ‘killed’.

The minister sits down and waves to the chair at the other side of his desk. ‘This is worrisome. A similar tragedy took place in Norway four years ago.’

‘I remember. A local religious movement turned violent. Lapps demanding a ban on the sale of spirits?’

‘I need to know what happened. And why. Is this a co-incidence, or are we at risk of a Lapp uprising? Of course, I can’t afford to be seen interfering with any local process, nor, God forbid, can I be suspected of doubting the capacities of my esteemed colleague in charge of the Lapps.’

As he says the last sentence, he scowls. He and the Minister of Public Administration have been warring since they were students. Something about a woman.

He sighs, leans back in his chair, joins his fingertips and gazes at the ceiling. ‘My real concern is the King’s sale of the Gällivare-verken that took place last year. What most people don’t know is that the transaction is not yet secure. Already there is some dispute between the Swedes and the Norwegians in the acquiring consortia; the bill of sale is not signed, and nothing has been paid. The King has been trying to sell the estates for several years. If the sale were to fall through, it would be the second time this has happened. How on earth would he then find a purchaser?’

I am not surprised at the news. The King’s mines in Lapland, with their accompanying land, iron works, and sawmills that jointly go under the term Gällivare-verken, are highly cumbersome administratively and not profitable. Only last week I saw numbers documenting how, at the moment, it is cheaper to mine the iron in central Sweden, bring it north and develop it in the ironworks there, than to transport the Lappish iron found inland the short distances to the smelters at the coast. There aren’t any means of passage, the terrain is hopeless, as is the weather. All signs indicate that the war in Crimea, albeit over, has stifled the economy. In fact, I’ve been certain these men of affairs are after the forest, not the minerals. If they really bought the Gällivare-verken for the sake of the iron, I can imagine that after getting a closer
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Q&A

WITH CECILIA EKBÄCK

[image: Image Missing] Does Blackåsen Mountain exist in reality?

Not as a physical place, but its nature is something I remember from my childhood: a combination of the places and memories I have from Hudiksvall, where I grew up; Knaften and Vormsele, the two small villages in Lapland where my grandparents lived; and Sånfjället, a mountain close to the Norwegian border, where our family had a cabin.

Blackåsen is the embodiment of what I felt like growing up in the north of Sweden. It represents the fear, the doubts, the religious fervour, the loneliness, and the need to fit in and to belong.

In this book, Blackåsen was given coordinates, which caused me great anxiety as these were in effect superimposed onto existing land. I can only hope the current inhabitants don’t mind …

[image: Image Missing] What was the inspiration for In the Month of the Midnight Sun?

When I finished my first book, Wolf Winter, I knew that Blackåsen wasn’t yet done with me. I wasn’t done thinking about it, and, as I am fascinated about the impact a place, physical or imaginary, has on people, I was also interested in what this mountain would be like some 140 years later. What would be different? What would be the constant thread of what it was like to live near this mystical place?

The inspiration for In the Month of the Midnight Sun then came mainly from a true story told in passing. At a party at my parents-in-law’s house, a man was telling me how, as a young medical doctor, he had escorted a mass murderer from a distant northern village to the closest town for medical evaluation and sentencing. While he was talking, I was feeding my twins who were then a year and a half old, and I didn’t listen closely. I regretted it. In my mind, I kept coming back to that voyage and what it would have been like for him and the perpetrator. I wanted to know.

[image: Image Missing] What are the benefits or difficulties of using the same mountain as the setting in a novel?

The benefit is that you know it inside out – its physical presence and its mystical bearing over the inhabitants. The difficulty is that you know it too well. Blackåsen is almost a character in its own right, and its nature is such a big component of what it is. I struggled with how to describe it a second time without repeating myself. I knew I needed to get access to it in a different way. This is why I let Magnus be a mineralogist – or, as we call them today, a geologist. I knew he would look upon it differently from the way the settlers in Wolf Winter had. As a scientist, he would dissect it objectively. And in a way, he was after its power. The valuable minerals that lay deep in its bowels.

It was also a conscious choice to let In the Month of the Midnight Sun take place during one month, in summer, whereas the action of Wolf Winter was spread over most of a year. The summer in the north of Sweden is a fascinating time of year. So much energy and life, and so much action compared to the relative sombreness and darkness of winter.

[image: Image Missing] Are you using multiple points of view in this new book, too?

Yes. After Wolf Winter, I swore I would stick to one point of view the next time I wrote something – it can be quite exhausting to be in the heads of several people. But I just love the confrontations and the meetings you can get when you use several viewpoints. I love the fact that you get to see that ‘truth’ is really quite arbitrary. A bit like mapmaking. It really depends on where you stand and what you see when you look.

At first, I wrote the book with just Magnus and Lovisa as point-of-view characters, but it didn’t feel right. I felt I was missing something vital. Then Biijá came along. And later, Nila.

[image: Image Missing] Why are you using first person and present tense this time?

I have an aversion to books in the first person and the present tense. I have an aversion to books that use several timelines, but in this book I challenged all my aversions. This wasn’t easy. But because these three people are lost – each in their own way – this is just how it had to be. When you are lost, you are ‘me’, ‘here’, ‘now’.

[image: Image Missing] Will you keep writing historical novels?

I still struggle with the fact that I am seen as a writer of ‘historical fiction’. As for the ‘historical’, I have a bad memory and little patience for details. But I knew when I returned to Blackåsen that I wanted enough time to have passed from the first book for it to be completely different, but not so much that we couldn’t recognise certain things. A hundred and thirty years seemed just right. And again, it is such a fascinating time, on the verge of industrialisation, knowing the extent of change, but not knowing what the new world will look like. I will say what I have said before: even though I have had great help from many knowledgeable people, the writing is mine, and ultimately I will always prefer a fascinating tale to the truth.

And as for ‘writer’, I still don’t feel comfortable calling myself that. No – more – I actually don’t want to be a writer. I love what comes with it: the writing (naturally), the thinking, the meetings with people you otherwise wouldn’t have met, the freedom of how you use your time. But the rest of what comes with the label, I’d rather be without.

And no! I won’t always write stories set this far back in the past. The idea I have in my head currently is a story that takes place in our time.

[image: Image Missing] Is it more difficult or different to write That Second Book?

It is much harder, yet also much easier. It is harder because the pressure is on; you know it will become a book, you feel the weight of your responsibility to your eventual readers. It is easier because you have learned so much from writing the first one.

[image: Image Missing] Has your writing process changed?

There are some big changes: I am now writing full-time, whereas before, I wasn’t. Then there are all the new demands that come with publication.

When I actually started writing In the Month of the Midnight Sun, I reverted back to what I had previously done: writing between four and seven in the morning, editing once my daughters were at day care. Early morning is when I am most efficient and creative – my head is clear, and there are no distractions.

As for the process itself, I think it has become easier for me to create ‘characterisations’. I still find ‘plot’ very challenging. I am somewhat more disciplined now, and keep a writer’s diary, which helps me to articulate thoughts from muddled impulses to something clearer. That is where I discuss with myself the book I am currently writing. It also helps me be more disciplined in continuing to learn ‘the art of fiction’.

What was fascinating in this book is that I felt the process of mapmaking, the work of a geologist, really resembles in some ways the process of writing. Mapmaking is much more creating than I had realised. I loved writing Magnus’s sections where he is drawing; it was an opportunity for me to look at my own process.

[image: Image Missing] What are the goals of the characters in your book?

I think the three of them are really lost and are searching for something solid in their lives. Biijá suspects she is lost – she is torn between two landscapes. Lovisa knows she is lost – she doesn’t know where she’s going. Magnus doesn’t remember his past, but thinks it doesn’t matter, so in some ways he is the most lost of the three of them.

[image: Image Missing] Is Magnus an unreliable narrator?

All three of them are, to some extent – I think that is inherent when you write in the first person. Magnus doesn’t lie to us. I think he is too righteous to lie. He just doesn’t remember the truth.

[image: Image Missing] Who is your favourite character in the book?

It is probably Lovisa. I find her very frustrating, but also very endearing.

[image: Image Missing] Who was the hardest to write?

Also Lovisa. She swings from despair to defiance with such rapidity.

[image: Image Missing] What about that ending?

Yes … I so want to leave the reader with an ending that keeps reverberating within them. I hope I can make them think about what a next chapter might look like …

[image: Image Missing] Which other writers do you like?

I love Hilary Mantel’s books about Cromwell. I love the Norwegian writer Alex Sandemose, Philip Roth, Graham Greene, Ali Smith, Siri Hustvedt.

I still keep Saul Bellow’s Herzog on my bookshelf unread. Every time I start reading it, I think to myself that surely this is the most brilliant book ever written, and then I can’t continue reading, because I think, ‘what if I will never find anything better?’ And thus I put it back on the shelf.

[image: Image Missing] Do you have a favourite Scandinavian writer?

I read the writings of a number of Swedish thinkers: Ylva Eggehorn, Olof Wikström, Tomas Sjödin.

As for novels, amongst the translated ones, I really like Finnish Sofi Oksanen, Swedish Torgny Lindgren, and Icelandic Yrsa Sigurðardóttir. I love the crime writers Åsa Larsson, Henning Mankell, and Jo Nesbø.

[image: Image Missing] What language do you find it easier to write in, Swedish or English?

I left Sweden when I was twenty years old, so my Swedish is still that of a young adult in the 1990s. It has taken me a long time to be able to write in English, but now it is easier for me to write in English than Swedish. I still make a lot of grammatical errors, and find that some Swedish expressions do not translate well. Nevertheless, sometimes I use them even if they are poorly translated, because they demonstrate a way of thinking, or they impart a wisdom.

I fixate on words and use them to death – but this is me being obsessive and isn’t linked to writing in a second language. In my first version of Wolf Winter, I had several hundred ‘doors’ and several hundred ‘eyes’. This time, for some reason, it was ‘hair’.

I write slowly. I need to use both dictionary and thesaurus. I need other people to help me proofread.

[image: Image Missing] Do you write about what you know?

Less this time. For Wolf Winter, a lot of the facts of daily life were things I knew, or had been told about since childhood. For In the Month of the Midnight Sun, there was more research, more interviewing. Learning new things was fascinating and also very frightening. You don’t know what you don’t know, and I continually worried about what I hadn’t known to ask about.

[image: Image Missing] Will your next book be set on Blackåsen?

I don’t think so. I have one more book for Blackåsen, but just not yet. At this point, I have some other ideas I am really keen to explore further …


AUTHOR’S NOTE
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I have always been fascinated by journeying and exploring new territory, both in the actual and metaphorical sense. Maps especially intrigue me: how can something ‘factual’ also be subjective, so that two people draw two different plans of the same territory? How to draw a new map when you find the old one has become obsolete. What to portray, what to leave out, how to organise your thoughts? Or, even to some extent, what comes first: the map or the terrain? To my great delight, In the Month of the Midnight Sun enabled me to explore some of these musings further.

The industrialisation in Sweden began relatively late, in the middle of the 1800s, and almost in response to the needs (for timber, mainly) of other, already industrialised countries. The development happened rather hesitantly. It was clear that modernisation had to take place, would take place, but there was much debate as to the pace, and by what means. Some welcomed the changes. Some longed for the uncomplicated past. Many felt an increasing alienation, and people began to ponder concepts such as nation, class, and gender. Others speculated and took advantage of changes when the nation removed trade barriers. In this new world, pedigree came to mean less than who you knew and the money you had.

The Swedish Parliament under King Oscar I was still composed of the same four social classes: the nobility, the priests, the bourgeois, and the farmers – as it had been since the fifteenth century. This construct poorly reflected the changing society. The representations of the nobles and the priests were disproportionately large; some groups were not represented: for example, those who lived rurally but did not own land, industry workers, and the growing middle class – teachers, doctors, men of industry. As from around 1830, there were demands for more freedom and democracy, but ‘democracy’ was still equated to mob rule, and thus feared.

The revolutions of 1848 – political upheavals across Europe – also impacted Sweden. During the first half of the nineteenth century, political demonstrations become customary, and in 1848 there was such an outbreak of violence that the military had to be called in. In 1856 there were new demands for reforms which led to the abolishment of the existing form of parliament, and the adaptation of a two-chamber system – the first chamber elected by the county councils in the largest counties, and the second chamber elected in single-member constituencies, though only men with a certain income had the right to vote.

The double moral standard in society was staggering. There was a ‘war on sexuality’. The true woman was described as unknowing, innocent, and asexual. The woman was considered responsible for the man’s sexuality. As from the middle of the 1800s, the women’s movement grew in Sweden, with demands on economic justice and the right to vote. In 1858, an unmarried woman – if she requested it – could be declared of ‘lawful age’ at twenty-five. In 1874, a new law gave a married woman the right to decide about her income, but she remained ‘a minor’ until 1921, which is also when the full right to vote was granted for women.

The general view of the Sami was derogatory; their nomadic life was regarded as a lower stage of development that would eventually die out on its own. The Sami religion used to comprise animism (all natural objects have a soul), polytheism (a multitude of spirits and gods), and shamanism (altered states of consciousness), but the systematic campaign of forced Christianisation of the Sami people that had taken place since the 1300s had worked, and by the middle of the nineteenth century, the Sami were Christianised.

Ever since the seventeenth century, Sweden had been a major exporter of bar iron to Europe from central Sweden. During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, attention turned to the north, where the trees to make charcoal to fuel the blast furnaces were in abundant supply. Iron works were set up in several places in the middle of the 1700s, but the distances involved were enormous and the climate unforgiving. According to Alf W. Axelson in his book, Gällivare-verken, it was cheaper to transport iron from the mines in central Sweden, work it in the northern furnaces, than it was to use iron from the region itself. The regional ironworks and connected land were acquired by the monarch during the early 1800s, and jointly termed ‘Gällivare-verken’, but the losses continued to surpass the gains. Already in 1840, the works focused more on the sawmill industry than the iron, and in 1855 the Crown managed to find an acquirer for the assets in a Swedish–Norweigan consortium, which later metamorphosed into The Gellivara Company Limited, set up in 1860 in London. But it wasn’t until the railway was constructed and processes invented to develop phosphorous iron that mining finally started on a large scale in 1888.

So much for reality. Now, back to mapmaking, to our Blackåsen, and the tale. I wanted one of our characters to be a man of science, someone ‘without pedigree’, but successful. I wanted him to represent what is ‘new’ about society, and contrast him with someone who looked upon the world in a very different manner (this later became our Sami character Biijá/Ester). And I wanted to write about maps. I had worked Blackåsen as ‘place’ so much in my first book, Wolf Winter, I felt I needed a different way of accessing the mountain and its nature – a deeper level. And so our Magnus became a mineralogist – a geologist as we call them today – and Blackåsen was given a large deposit of iron.

In October 2014, I was having breakfast with my dear friend, geologist Mike Daly at Piccadilly in London. The earlier Sami cult was strongly linked to holy places: stones, wood, an unusual stone or rock, or a whole mountain, and we were discussing what it might have felt like to a Sami person if a geologist arrived, wanting to dig these up. We also talked about how to draw a geological map from scratch, and what someone like Magnus would have known at the time. On an impulse, Mike took me to the Geological Society in Burlington House. It was so early, they had not yet opened, and we waited outside on the pavement – me, worried about missing a flight, Mike, who has certainly travelled more than me, unconcerned. The wait was well worth it. At the Geological Society, ‘The Map that Changed the World’ (as it is described in Simon Winchester’s book) is available for viewing. It is the first true geological map of anywhere in the world, depicting England and Wales, engraved and coloured, and quite breathtaking. The map is marked 1815, and it was made by William Smith, a canal digger, who discovered that one could follow layers of rocks across a nation, then further, making it possible to draw the underside of the earth. To think that this was how our geological understanding began, by the work of one man, is amazing.

I have let the iron block inside Blackåsen take the same shape and quality as Kiirunavaara in Kiruna County – a mountain that holds one of the world’s largest continuous bodies of iron ore: big enough to matter, far enough away to be troublesome, and phosphorous. There is no gold in Kiirunavaara to the extent I have described existing in Blackåsen; to be honest, gold hardly ever comes in veins large enough to be visible to the naked eye. Though it does happen.

The location of a fictitious Blackåsen Mountain caused me some anxiety. But, as maps were a large part of the narrative, I felt its exact position had to be stated. I hope current inhabitants of that land don’t mind suddenly having a mountain appearing amongst them. A cursed mountain, moreover

The Sami people are referred to as ‘Lapps’ in this book too, as that was still the name used at the time. The Sami were, as mentioned, Christianised at this time. The turning against their own religious leaders, their noiades, likely happened earlier, but I wondered … or, to use something my character Frederika thought in Wolf Winter: ‘If you once thought you had the truth, could you ever leave it behind even if you rejected it, or would you carry it with you, that option of a different life?’ I wanted to explore this further: this experience of being torn between two religious landscapes. And as labyrinths in stone were deemed to have been built as late as 1850, I let this struggle take place in this book.

The Kautokeino Uprising really did take place in 1852, when a group of Sami attacked and killed leading figures in their village in Norway. The event was most likely a reaction to the low status the Sami had in Norwegian society, and was closely linked to a revival movement that took place under the priest Lars Levi Laestadius that encouraged the Sami to find equality.

The Sami have been reported to have a negative attitude to the mining of Lapland – not strangely. In 1634, silver was discovered on Swedish Nasafjäll, close to the border with Norway. Sweden tried to encourage colonisation, with little success. Sami people were conscripted for three-year periods to transport the ore with their reindeer, which prevented them from conducting their usual way of life.

The last execution in Luleå took place in 1828. The last execution in Sweden, in 1910.

Falu Mining School did exist but, as far as I know, no pin was given to students.

The main characters in this book are fictional, even when their official roles exist.


Also by Cecilia Ekbäck

WOLF WINTER
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There are six homesteads on Blackåsen Mountain.

A day’s journey away lies the empty town. It comes to life just once, in winter, when the Church summons her people through the snows. Then, even the oldest enemies will gather.

But now it is summer, and new settlers are come.

It is their two young daughters who find the dead man, not half an hour’s walk from their cottage.

The father is away. And whether stubborn, or stupid, or scared for her girls, the mother will not let it rest.

To the wife who is not concerned when her husband does not come home for three days; to the man who laughs when he hears his brother is dead; to the priest who doesn’t care; she asks and asks her questions, digging at the secrets of the mountain.

They say a wolf made those wounds. But what wild animal cuts a body so clean?

 

Read on for an extract from this stunningly atmospheric mystery …
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PART ONE
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Swedish Lapland, June 1717

‘But how far is it?’

Frederika wanted to scream. Dorotea was slowing them down. She dragged behind her the branch she ought to be using as a whip, and Frederika had to work twice as hard to keep the goats moving. The morning was bright; white daylight sliced the spruce tops and stirred up too much colour. Frederika was growing hot. There were prickles on her back beneath the dress. She hadn’t wanted to go, and now the goats didn’t want to, either. They leapt to the left or right in among the trees and tried to run past them back towards the cottage. The only sounds were those of a tree shifting, of a hoof striking stone and the constant bleating of the stupid goats.

‘Only poor people have goats,’ she had said to her mother that same morning.

They were sitting on the wooden porch of their new home on the side of Blackåsen Mountain. In front of them, bugs flitted above the grassy slope. There was a small stream at the base of the hill and beyond that, a field. Enclosing all this was forest – jagged black spears against pink morning sky.

‘We’ll sow turnips up there.’ Frederika’s mother, Maija, nodded towards the barn. ‘That’s a good place with sun.’

‘At least cows and sheep manage on their own in the forest. Goats are a lot of work for nothing.’

‘It’s just until your father and I have built a fence around the field. Take them to that glade we saw on our way here. It’s not far.’

The barn door opened and Dorotea hopped out. The door clapped shut behind her.

‘It will be fine,’ her mother said in a low voice as Dorotea ran down the slope.

Frederika wanted to say that here, nothing could be fine. The forest was too dark. There was spidery mould among the twigs and on the ground beneath the lowest branches there were still patches of snow, hollow blue. She wanted to say that this cottage was smaller than the one they had lived in, in Ostrobothnia. It was lopsided and the land unkempt. Here was no sea, no other people. They shouldn’t have left. Things hadn’t been that bad. Hadn’t they always managed? But the wrinkle between her mother’s eyes was deeper than usual. As though she might want to say those things, too, and so Frederika had said nothing.

‘But how far is it?

Frederika looked at the blonde child in the hand-me-down dress that billowed around her like a sheet on a clothes-line in wind. Dorotea was still little. Frederika was fourteen, Dorotea only six. Dorotea stumbled on the trailing hem.

‘Lift your feet when you walk and hurry,’ Frederika said.

‘But I am tired,’ Dorotea said. ‘I’m tired, I’m tired, I’m tired.’

It was going to be an awful, awful day.

They climbed higher, and the forest below them turned into a sea of deep greens and stark blues that rolled and fell until the end of the world. Frederika thought of grey lakes; of a watery sky. She thought of flat earth with sparse growth that didn’t demand much and missed Ostrobothnia so badly that her chest twisted.

The path narrowed and dipped, with many loose stones. To the left, the mountain plunged all the way into the valley far beneath.

‘Walk after me,’ she said to Dorotea. ‘Watch where you put your feet.’

Along the base of the rock, star-shaped purple saxifrage peeked through the stones. There was a small mound of brown pellets sweating in the sunshine, spilling; a deer of some sort. Above them, growing straight out of the stone, was a small, twisted birch.

The path veered right. Frederika hadn’t seen this when they came, but here the side of the mountain had burst. There was a fracture cutting deep into the rock. Lynx lived in crevices like this. Trolls also.

‘Hurry,’ she said to Dorotea and lengthened her steps.

There was a large boulder and another bend in the path. The trail broadened. They were back in the forest.

‘I stepped on something prickly.’ Her sister lifted her leg and pointed at the sole of her dusty foot.

Then Frederika sensed rather than saw it. The goats sensed it too. They hesitated and stared at her, bleating large question marks.

It was the smell, she thought. It was the same stench that lay over the yard when they slaughtered to have meat for winter. Earth, rot, faeces.

A fly buzzed into her ear and she hit at it. Further away, between tree trunks, there was light. The glade. She put her finger to her mouth. ‘Shhh,’ she whispered to Dorotea.

Watching where she put each foot among blueberry sprigs and moss, she walked towards the brightening. At the edge of the glade she stopped.

Tall grass sprouted in tufts. A bouquet of hawthorn butter­flies skipped and danced in the air like a handful of pale flowers thrown to the wind. At the further end of the glade was a large rock. The pine trees behind grew close into a wooden wall. There was a shape beside the boulder. Yes, something had died. A deer. Or perhaps a reindeer.

Dorotea took her hand and stepped close. Frederika looked around as their mother had taught them, scanned the evenness of tree trunks for a movement or a shape. In the forest there was plenty of bear and wolf. Whatever had attacked could still be about, still be hungry after winter.

She concentrated. A woodpecker tapped. The sun burned on her scalp. Dorotea’s hand was sticky, twitching in hers. Nothing else. She looked back towards the carcass.

It was blue.

She let go of her sister’s hand and stepped forward.

It was a dead man there in the glade.

He stared at Frederika with cloudy eyes. He lay bent. Broken. His stomach was torn open, his insides on the grass violently red, stringy. Flies strutted on the gleaming surfaces. One flew into the black hole that was his mouth.

Dorotea screamed and at once it was upon her: the stench, the flies, the man’s gaping mouth.

O Jesus, please help, she thought.

They had to get their mother. Jesus – the goats. They couldn’t leave the goats.

She grabbed her sister’s shoulders and turned her around. Dorotea’s eyes were round, her mouth wide open, strings of saliva that became a bubble, then popped. She lost her breath and her mouth gawped in silence.

‘Dorotea,’ Frederika said. ‘We must fetch Mother.’

Dorotea wrapped her arms around her, clambered up her like a cat up a tree, clawing. Frederika tried to loosen her arms. ‘Shhh.’

The forest was quiet. There was no rustling; no tapping, murmuring, or chirping. No movement, either. The forest held its breath.

Her sister bent her knees as if to sit down. Frederika grabbed her hand and yanked her to her feet. ‘Run,’ she hissed. Dorotea didn’t move. ‘Run!’ Frederika yelled, and raised her hand as if to hit her.

Dorotea gasped and set off down the trail. Frederika spread her arms wide and ran towards the goats.

They flew through the forest, hooves and bare feet drum­ming against the ground.

Faster.

Frederika whipped the back of the last goat. She fell, knees stinging, hands scraping. Up-up-don’t-stop. One of the goats jumped off the trail. She screamed and slapped its rear.

When they reached the pass, Frederika grabbed her sister’s arm. ‘We must go slow. Be careful.’ Dorotea hiccuped and dry-sobbed. Frederika pinched her and Dorotea stared at her, her mouth wide open.

‘I’m sorry, please, a little bit longer.’ Frederika stretched out her hand. Her sister took it and they followed the goats into the pass. One step, two, three.

The rupture into the mountain seemed larger. There was a sound. It might have been breathing.

Oh, don’t look. Frederika kept her eyes on her feet. Four, five, six. In the corner of her eye she saw Dorotea’s naked feet on the trail beside hers, half walking, half running. Seven, eight, nine. The goats’ hoofs were loud against the rocks. Please, she thought. Pleasepleaseplease.

The path slackened, twisted a little and then flattened and fell downwards and outwards and they began to run – slowly at first, then faster. Downhill now, sighting their house between the trees. Dorotea ahead of her, screaming, ‘Mamma, Mamma!’

And at last, safe in their yard. Her parents came running, her father with long strides, her mother just behind him. It was then that Frederika vomited.

Her father reached her, hauled her up by her arm. ‘What is going on? What happened?’

‘A man,’ Frederika said and wiped her mouth, ‘in the glade and he is dead.’

And then her mother swept her into her long skirts as if she would never have to emerge again.
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