
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Frode: Iron Age Detective

RETRIBUTION

––––––––

Geoff Bunn


It was a time of DEATH and dying.

But the people were not afraid to die, they did not live in fear like children scared of the dark. 

What did matter to them, to all of them, 

was HOW they died. 

And where there were any doubts about a death, might there not have been a VERIFIER - not exactly a ‘detective’, but the closest thing they had...
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No longer summer nor yet winter, the night was still, calm and quiet. Untroubled. People slept. And they slept soundly. Dogs, chickens, geese all were silent. The whole world at rest. Perhaps only cats crept out, here and there, craftily, stealthily, hunting for their midnight prey. Mice or rats squabbling the straw.

It was a time of peace. 

A good time. 

Who, then, could have reason to stir on such a gentle night? Only those who found torment in their deepest sleep, in their dreams, in their nightmares, for such is what it was...

“No! No! There are screams. Horrible screams all around me. All around the clearing.

“No, no. No! The village. My village. It’s on fire! 

“Men, appearing from every direction. Men, drawn swords, blood on the tips of their blades. Who are they? Don’t know them. Don’t know them. Run. Run. Run. No! Stop, I must go back, I must go back and help the others. Go back and find my own sword. Fight.

“Turn this way, turn that. 

“Turn, turn, turn. 

“But I can’t find my home. I can’t find my own home! 

“A sword, sharp edged, lethal, swings at me. Flashing past my face. It misses me. So close. But I fall over. Helpless I’m now on my back. The same sword is raised up above me, I can see it, high in the air above me, it is going to kill me, that man is going to kill me. This is my death!”

“Per, wake up!”

“He drops the blade. Falls forward. He lands on top of me. His weight, great weight, I cannot breathe.

“Screams. More screams. 

“I pull myself out from beneath the body. 

“There is fire all around now. Fire. Homes burning. People being killed. Smoke everywhere. I pick myself up and run, and run, and run. Run until I can breathe no more. Until I can breathe no more. Help, help! HELP!”

“Per! Wake up!”

“I keep moving. I hear my name called. Someone is calling me. Shaking me.

“I am in the forest. Deep snow. Somehow I manage to keep moving, moving away from the horror behind me. The village, my village, sacked, burned, murdered. I cannot help them”. 

"Per, wake up for goodness sake! Wake up! It is me, Suli. Wake up. You are having a bad dream again”.

“Eyes blurred, unsure of where I am, there is no smell of burning, there are no screams. None. Nothing. None except for my own. My own screams which have now stopped as I wake. As I wake... As I wake...

“Where am I? 

“I am lying down. 

“Where am I? 

“I am in my bed. In my bed. I am in my own bed. Here. I am here. I am safe. At home. I am at home.”

“Per? Wake up, please!”

“Uhh”, said Per. Waking. Finally, fully, waking enough to speak. “Uh... what? What is it? Oh... yes. Yes, you are right. I am dreaming. A nightmare”.

Suli, young, strong, blonde haired, blue eyed, leant over the older man. Then, seeing that Per was now awake, he stepped back. Relieved somewhat. “It was only a dream”, said Suli.

Per sat up in his bed, what passed for a bed in the late Iron Age, a deep, tidily piled mattress of straw, kept in place with wooden boards at either side and at both ends. He looked around. An expression of shock on his face. The horror now fading. Being replaced by a visible sense of relief. Yes, he was in his own home. Home and sitting up in bed.

“Was it that same dream, again?” said Suli, his voice quiet, calm, almost soft. It was, after all, the very dead of night.

Per nodded his head. “Yes”. He cleared his throat. Dry as it was from the disturbed sleep, the fear, the nightmare. “Yes, yes it was the same one. The same dream. Horrible”.

Suli sat down on a rough wooden bench which, during the daytime, was often used as a low table. 

“Tell me about it, then”, said Suli. “Was it exactly the same? Was it in the snow, again?” 

In truth it was not a dream, it was not even a nightmare. It was a recollection, a vivid flashback to a brutal day, ten, twelve or more years beforehand. A memory. A trauma. An all too real event which Per had once lived through and somehow survived. And which, in troubled sleep, he often relived. But he would not tell Suli that. He would not let on that the ‘dream’ was real. He had never told anybody about it. The fact that his recurring nightmare was something he had once experienced. In real life. No. He had told none. Nor would he ever do so. At least, such was the promise he had always made to himself.

“It might help you to understand it, or to stop dreaming it if you tell me all about it.” said Suli.

Per nodded his head. Swung his shortened body off the ‘bed’ and sat, for a moment, eyes staring fixedly down at his small feet. 

Per had told Suli all about the ‘dream’ before. But it had not gone away. It had not helped. Not really. But now? It was the middle of the night, the world outside their grimy hut was silent, and Per could not find it within himself to go back to sleep. Not back to that world. No. In case he found himself back in that same place. Pursued by men with swords tipped in blood. The blood of neighbours, the blood of friends, the blood of family.

“Yes, I will tell you”, said Per, standing up. “Yes. But first, I need a drink”.

Per was a dwarf. Offensively, men and women like Per were often called midgets. Some, for reasons known only to themselves, even found little people, such as Per, to be comical by virtue of their smaller size. Something to ridicule. And Per had heard plenty of that in his time, often feeling hurt by it in his youth. But then, with the murderous sacking of his home village, and as the years had slowly gone by, he had long ceased taking offence at the small mindedness of such folk. Life, both horribly and, more simply, through the crude passage of time, had shown him that other things mattered far more than such insults. 

“I think we finished the last of the beer”, said Suli apologetically. “There is perhaps only a little sour milk left, now”.

Per sighed. This was not really a time for milk. Sour or otherwise.

“But go back to bed for now”, urged Suli. “We have a lot of work tomorrow and it is late”. 

“I will”, said Per. “I will, but first I must take something for my mouth. It feels so dry”.

He peered into a number of wooden bowls, one after the other, bowls which had been set to one side the evening before, after eating, for rinsing out. In the last of them there were a few remnants of stew, even a piece of coarse bread. Torn but unbitten. He wiped the bread around in the stew, and then ate it, slowly, thoughtfully.

Thanks to remarkable handicraft skills, Per had become widely known and well-respected throughout this, his adopted town, his adopted region. He sculpted, crafted, carved from bone, but sometimes from other materials such as amber or semi-precious stones, the most intricate and exquisite of figurines. Horses, dogs, mystical animals, gods but, mainly, people. Faces and miniature bodies, men, women and children. Giving them all such a sense of life, a feeling of animation, of actual existence, that people were often quite mesmerised by them.

What were the figurines for? It depended. For religious or spiritual ends. For decoration. Even for memory to help keep the face of a lost partner alive. All sorts of reasons. Per rarely asked, for it was not his business to know. Sufficient that people admired his work and paid him for it.

His hut, this hut, both his home and workshop, and no larger than a stable for one horse, also reflected his trade. Though in no sense did it reflect his success. There were shavings of bone, and wood, all over the floor. Small tools, incredibly delicate, scattered here and there. A dark, old and oil stained wooden bench, on which he toiled. Tiny figures, unfinished, but in progress. A few polished pieces, waiting for the people who had ordered them to call and collect. 

Yet there was very little sign of any wealth, few if any creature comforts. For Per did not care about such things. He wouldn’t have used them, nor even noticed them, had they been in his hut. His day consisted of waking, food, a few simple ablutions and then work. Carving, cutting, filing, pinching, nicking, sharpening, shaping, creating. Every day the same. Somehow that endless toil offering him the escape he needed from the nightmare of that village, the horrors of that night, all those years ago.

The last of the remnants of bread and stew finished, Per stood and walked back to his bed.

Suli, with nowhere better to sleep than on the floor, the home too small, the space too crowded, for him to have a permanent bed like Per, had piled up some straw and he now lay upon it, pulling more of the stuff over himself to help keep him warm and, by so doing, in effect, almost wholly disappearing from sight.

“Are you asleep already?” 

“No”, replied Suli. “I want to hear about your dream”.

Per sniffed. Then swung himself up and into his own ‘mattress’ of straw.

Suli was a good lad. Still only young, somewhat less than twenty years old and always willing to work, always prepared to help. Quite the opposite of Per, Suli was a typical Scandinavian in many ways – being tall, blonde and blue eyed. Also unlike Per, Suli had been born down here, in the far south of the land. His own harsh misfortune, early in life, had been to be lose his family to disease, mother and father, no brothers or sisters, he had been orphaned perhaps ten or twelve years beforehand. Had his family been larger, had they lived in a village or some sort of community, settled, he may still have fared well, despite that loss. But his family had been isolated, one small home, and no such social network existed for him, nor indeed a family of any kind. Thus Suli once orphaned, was abandoned and would have died.

It happened. 

As simple as that.

For these were hard times.

But the little boy had been found, more or less starving, and brought to the town where Per, in his turn, having seen some promise in the boy as time passed, had agreed to teach him his own craft, as best he could.

And Suli could already make figurines. Fine handiwork, too. Though still, needless to say, showing none of the prowess of his ‘master’.

“Well... the dream, this dream, the one I keep having, is set in winter. A winter where the snow has arrived early. Deep and early. Very early”, began Per, lying on his back, looking up at the dark underside of the thatched roof, beneath which they slept every night, a dark underside where nothing really could now be seen, apart from vague impressions of the thatch itself and the rough hewn timbers which formed the framework for the roof. “And, because of that, by the middle of winter, the winter proper, all across the region, in every home, in every village, people are struggling and food is very short. There is great hunger”.

Per did not want to close his eyes as he spoke, in case the whole thing would once more become a vivid and stark reality.

“Like the winter we had here, you mean, a few years back?”

“No”, said Per. “No. This one, the one I speak of was much worse than that. The snow so much deeper, and it came sooner, and stayed for longer. And the hunger was far, far greater”.

“Were crops lost, too?” Suli asked the question. Losing crops, to harsh weather, was probably the greatest natural danger of the time.

“Yes”, said Per. “Or, at least, yes, I mean in my dream, yes, I think so”.

“The winter came so early then”.

“Yes”.

“And then what happened?” 

Per described it, the sacking, whilst keeping the details as few as possible, the very scenes he had once witnessed and still so often recalled: the strangers, the killing, the terror. The faces of those men. Or, at least, of some of them. How could he ever forget those cruel expressions?

Then he described how, somehow, he had managed to escape from the slaughter. Struggling through the deep snow into the harsh and endless dark forest. On and on. All the time fearing and expecting to feel, an arrow in his back, or a sword, or a blow from a heavy blunt weapon of some kind. 

Yet none such came. 

He had gone on, and on, eventually collapsing into the snow, believing for all the world that he would die that very night, of cold, of hunger or of pure fear, if nothing else. Heart pounding, surely ready to burst.

“And is that where I wake you up?” said Suli. 

Per, very gently, nodded his head. In truth the moment he called out, the moment Suli woke him, probably varied. There were lots of moments where he cried out. 

“It sounds horrible”, said Suli, his voice soft, almost sleepy. “And so real. Is it truly only a dream you are describing?”

Per frowned. Not that Suli could see his doing so. “Yes”, he said. “Yes. It’s just a dream”.

A dream, Per hoped, he would not encounter again this night as sleep came back to his tired mind and heavy eyes.

“Then no wonder it disturbs you so”, said Suli. “I am glad I do not have such nightmares”.

But Per made no reply. Because he had already, finally, fallen asleep again.

*
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The location? To Per and Suli, their lives were now being lived in Ostmar, a large and southern market town in what would one day become the country of Sweden. The town itself had a static population of more than two thousand souls. On certain days, at certain times of the year, that population would grow to almost five thousand and perhaps even more than that as both trade and traders came to call. And there were no other settlements of a comparable size within any sort of readily achievable distance. In fact, to many who lived in Ostmar, their town was, or it felt as if it was, the only large settlement in the world. 

More than that? To them, and to the folk with whom they shared their world, location did not matter, it was simply not important. 

And the date? Well, the exact date was not known. Not precisely. Once again, to Per, Suli and everyone else who lived in Ostmar, it was simply autumn, spring or summer, winter before the snow, or winter during the snow, festivals and trading days, or not, and more than any of that, they did not need to know nor did they care. 

In fact, it was the year 700 AD. 

More or less.

The last decades of the Swedish Iron Age. 

Only one hundred years before the emergence of the people we know as Viking.

*

[image: ]


The Baltic sea is a tideless sea. 

Where wild shores elsewhere may see a twice daily rise and fall of several metres, the waters of the Baltic scarcely move. And any stick or other item left today, on the fine white beaches, will still be there tomorrow. And, quite possibly, for many months to come.

But none of that is to say that the Baltic sea is a safe sea, a placid or calm water, more akin to a pond than an ocean, because it is no such thing: on the right kind of day, even though they make scant progress across the beach, the waves of the Baltic can still be huge. Crashing ashore, splendidly, and with an almost clockwork monotony. And once in the water, those same waves, combined with powerful tows or undercurrents can easily pull any unsuspecting soul deeper into the sea. Deeper, further out, further and beyond their depth. So dangerous are these surges, in fact, that there is a well known rule for those who want to swim in these waters – walk out, swim back. For to do otherwise, is to risk your own life.

And Frode had seen men drown, in just such a manner. Men who felt that such a rule, albeit unwritten, did not apply to them.

Once, a long time ago, attempting to recover their upturned boat - in practice little more than a very basic canoe, used for fishing inshore - two men had returned to the sea, arms stretching trying to reach their craft, strong bodies gradually getting into deeper water, those on the shore calling them back. The men then swam or half swam and half struggled further, out out towards their boat. Those calls from their kinfolk increased. But it was already too late. Below the angrily agitated surface oo that particular day, a strong current pulled. And pulled. And within only a few metres of the shore, both men were suddenly, abruptly, awfully, lost. The space they had occupied becoming clear water. Innocent reflection of the sunlight. Nothing more. A wave then rising and falling across that same patch of sea, leaving a flat calm behind it. For all the world it looked just as if nobody had ever been there. With only the boat, bobbing up and down, drifting ever further away, offering any sign at all of what had just occurred.

Of course those on safe dry land, watched, called, waited, helplessly. But nothing could be done. And, as far as Frode knew, neither body had ever been found. Those deep undercurrents could have taken them miles out to sea, and finally deposited them again... who knew where. 

So yes, tideless or not, the Baltic was still a very dangerous sea.

Frode thought of that day. And he shuddered.

Today was also a fine sunlit day. Exactly as it had been all those years ago. And the sea, though not wild, was still, somehow, strangely reminiscent of that time. And so, out there, he assumed, beneath the wavelets, with their white breaking tops, those same sinister forces, god perhaps, still sucked and pulled. Sucked and pulled. Always searching for new victims.

But this was not a day to think about such things.

No.

And he made a conscious attempt to turn his back on the water and to return to his work. Bending over to scour great thick clumps of dark green seaweed. Searching in amongst it, freshly washed ashore as it had been, for even the tiniest nuggets of amber. That beautiful, waxy, fossilised tree resin from which he earned a living, trading the stuff all across what would eventually become southern Sweden.

Frode, himself, had been born a long way to the north of where he now spent his time and earned his livelihood. But back there, in the deepest of dark forests, where life was even harder, he had enemies who would have paid handsomely to lay their hands upon him. So he was content enough, and more than content, to live and wander throughout these southern realms.

“Ah! Now that is a beautiful piece”, he said out loud, though he was talking to himself, as there was nobody else around. Probably not even for several miles.

And with those words, he crouched down low, bent forward and brushed thick strands of greasy seaweed aside to reveal a nugget of amber, almost the size of a man’s clenched fist.

His timing, however, in reaching for the piece, could not have been worse.

For at that very moment, one of the wilder, larger, splashier waves broke. 

And it broke right above him. 

“Nooooo”. Frode leapt up, instinctively, up and away from the water’s edge. Already soaked. But soaked and laughing. The sun shone brightly, and it was a warm sort of day, albeit early in autumn, and he would dry off soon enough.

He looked back down at the place where the nugget was... or, rather, where it had been. 

But it was gone. Already. The wave, the sea, had claimed it back.

“Oh no. Damn it!”

He searched for a while, in and around the same spot, but there was no sign of the thing.

Amber floats. But it also gets pulled under a wave, spun around, twisted all over the place, yanked down deep, before another flourish of water will bring it back to the surface and deposit it somewhere else. 

“I’ve lost that”, he said to himself.

A smaller piece of amber, no bigger than the tip of a thumb, caught his eye and, glad of something rather than nothing, Frode smiled, made the Iron Age equivalent of a cross upon himself, and scooped the thing up, before another large wave smashed on the very same place.

“You’ve been generous”, said Frode, directing his words at the sea, or the gods of the sea, or nature, or whatever it was that was out there. “I admit that. And for that I thankyou”

Perhaps there was nothing at all out there. Frode could never, quite, make his mind up on that. But it made sense to be polite, just in case.

“All the same... I would have still liked that larger piece. I don’t suppose there is any chance of another?”

Almost by way of an answer, another wave thundered ashore. Bigger even than the one which had snatched the previous deep orange gift away.

Was that a coincidence or nature’s way of replying? Who could say? Either way, it was clearly time to move a little further back from the sea, to examine more closely his finds of the day, and perhaps time to light a small fire, and cook a few fish. As freshly caught as the amber was found.

There were several places, along the Baltic coast, which Frode regularly visited to collect amber. Usually deposited after a storm, the stuff could sometimes be found in abundance. Of course people who lived nearby would also collect the amber, but there were one or two places, in particular, which everyone avoided due to local superstitions. Places considered evil, dark or unholy. 

And Frode was at one of those places today.

A long, almost claw like extension of land, which reached a couple of miles out into the sea. 

The terrain here was flat, festooned with low sand dunes and covered with a coarse, salty, grass. It could be dismal in rain or under a heavy grey sky. And at such times, truly, Frode felt that evil presence too. Felt it or imagined it? Well, it was impossible to say which. 

Though yes, it was much harder to feel such things on a day like this one, a day where the sun shone and the birds called from overhead, or from within their nests out on the spartan grasslands.

And as Frode half sat, half lay, on one of the innumerable low sand dunes, with a small fire now baking his dinner, a large leather pouch partially filled with amber, he felt that there were few better places to be. 

So long as the sun shone.

“Evil spirits”, he said. “Maybe they like a bit of space. Some quiet. To get away from people. And when there’s no-one around, perhaps they stop being so evil and just sit back like this and enjoy the sun”. 

He laughed at that idea.

Then he sat upright. Stood. Stopped laughing. And suddenly he felt a lot more uneasy.
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