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The Frode stories are set in Sweden, in the late Iron Age, about 100 years or so before the first appearance of the Vikings.

The country of Sweden itself, of course, did not exist at that time. People lived where they found themselves and the idea of a single nation was some way off in the future. But there were village elders, local lords and regional rulers, and society – such as it was – had its rights and wrongs, rewards and punishments. 

Justice, as you might imagine, varied from place to place and from ruler to ruler; but throughout the land, perhaps there were rare and unique men (and women) who performed the roles of what today, we would call a ‘detective’? And where a death was suspicious, one of these people would surely be sent for. Their task being to discover the truth of a thing. 

Such people were known as ‘verifiers’. 

And Frode was one such man.

Because these stories are, basically, classic detective stories, the Frode books can be read in any order. But this one, which contains two short stories, both set in the dark, Swedish forest, can perhaps be considered as the first of them. 
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“There is always a point at which a man must make a choice”. 

The words, the voice, sudden and quite unexpected, stopped Frode in his tracks.

More or less in the middle of the forest, he had believed himself to be alone, quite alone. 

The track which he was walking upon stretched for a great distance both in front of him, and behind him. Visibility was unspoiled. And on this day, so far, he had not seen another soul. 

No. That bit was not quite true. No. It was now around about midday, to judge by the light, by the position of the sun, by the number of steps he felt he had taken and, finally, by the grumblings in his almost empty stomach and, at a half way point between waking and here – wherever here was – he had in fact passed two very old women and a few children. Walking northwards. The opposite direction to which Frode was now heading.

He had smiled at them, of course, greeted them, wished them well and they had offered as much in return to Frode. But they had long since disappeared from sight and, since that all too brief encounter, he had neither seen nor heard another living soul.

Until now.

“Make a choice. Aye! Yet if we make the wrong one, it is a very long way back, isn’t it? Back to where we started from, that is”, said the voice again. 

Already in his mid-twenties, Frode was tall, lean and handsome, with shoulder length dark hair. He wore the practical clothes of every man and woman in the Iron Age. In this case, a leather jacket, woollen tunic, linen shirt and coarse woven trousers. 

He wore two belts, leather boots and carried, rolled up on his back, a short woollen cloak waterproofed with beeswax. 

In addition to all of that, he carried a number of small leather bags stuffed with various essential items such as iron strike-a-lights or a few silver coins. 

He also wore a short sword and a dagger. And those weapons were not for show, either; because everyone, boy or girl, man or woman, from a very young age, knew how to use such weapons. Not because this time was a chaos of wars or banditry, though such things did happen, but because hunting or wandering, at home or travelling, a knife could be useful at any time, in a dozen or more different ways. 

By contrast, the man who spoke, could scarcely have been more different. 

Probably aged in his early sixties, short or shrunken with age, perhaps both things, he had silky, thin blond hair, almost white. Pale blue eyes, yellowed teeth set in an unhandsome face and sallow skin. And where Frode was more or less clean shaven, this man wore the stubble of many days, yet he did not have a full beard. 

In terms of clothes, apart from a pair of battered and aged boots, scarcely fit for any purposes, this old man wore no more than a linen shirt and even that, it seemed to Frode, was in poor repair. He wore no belt. Carried no bags. And, perhaps most surprisingly of all, he bore no weapons. No tools. No visible means of surviving out here, in the depths of the dark and dangerous forest.

All of which, or rather the lack of all of which, immediately filled Frode some concern for the newcomer.

“Gooday”, said Frode, “Forgive me for starting so, I neither saw nor heard your approach”.

The little old man smiled. A crooked smile. “Ah! Few do”, he said. “Few ever do”.

Frode smiled politely back at the man. “And yet this path is long and good. The Long Track. I would have expected to see you coming, so I fear I must have had my mind elsewhere”.

“But I did not come along the Long Track”, said the old man.

“Oh, I see”, Frode nodded. “So... you live locally, then? Nearby?”

The old man shook his head. “No. Far, far away”. The man looked Frode up and down, then hunched his shoulders and patted his own stomach. “Far, yes. I have come far. And now the hunger bites this old tummy of mine. And you, such a young and strong man, travelling far, and carrying food no doubt...”

It was done, it was very much done, to stop and pass the time of day with a stranger, to share news, even to exchange food or drink. Yet there was something about this man, his sudden appearance, even about the conversation, which made Frode feel rather uneasy. 

Perhaps, it occurred to Frode, this man was some sort of vagabond. Quite probably homeless. Perhaps even quite wild. 

Nevertheless, and despite those misgivings, Frode felt that it was only right to stay awhile and talk with the fellow. If nothing else, news from another was always worth hearing.

“I am sorry to hear of that, of your hunger”, said Frode, “Yes, you are right, I also have a long way to go. But of course I am more than happy to stop a short time and share a little of my bread with you”. 

The old man smiled again. A grimace, really, rather than a smile. And it struck Frode that this was not the kind of fellow you would willingly sit and share a meal with. There was something dark about the fellow, something grim, something sinister, other worldly even. But he had said he was hungry, and Frode was not the kind of man to let another soul go without food.

And so the two of them walked a few steps, then sat, side by side, on a suitable low, flat, smooth rock.

In the pale sun.

On the Long Track.

In the middle of the forest. 

Far, far from any other signs of human life.

*
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The Swedish forest stretched forever. 

Perhaps none had ever seen the furthest end, in the distant north. 

A dark and forbidding wilderness, a vast, tangled landscape which was also an incredibly dangerous place; not only a world of deep, stagnant pools, fallen rotting trees, barren emptiness and total isolation, but also home to wild animals such as boar, bear, wolves, wolverine and lynx, as well innumerable ghosts, spirits, trolls, imps, energies or otherwise.

Who could truly say if such things existed?

In summer, when the forest was at its kindest, berries carpeted the thick mossy floor and game was plentiful. 

But the ceaseless biting flies were also a veritable plague, which could drive the uninitiated quite insane, and the innumerable lakes, so attractive, sparkling under the bright blue skies, full of fish, great places to swim, could also be incredibly hazardous. Snags, rocks, sudden hidden depths, were all dangers for the unwary in these wild waters.

And in winter, the forest was, quite simply, deadly. 

At it’s most extreme, overnight temperatures fell as low as minus 35C, or even lower in the mountains. So were a soul fool enough to go off the beaten track, or lose their way in the deep snow, there was a very good chance that death itself would soon bid thee welcome. 

Countless thousands of rocks, which festooned the forest floor, left behind by the retreating ice of the Ice Age, made going for a walk dreadful risky game: for sooner or later, you would surely lose your footing on one of these rocks, hidden beneath the snow, and with a broken ankle, or even a severe sprain, any chance of being found and rescued before the cold killed was virtually zero.

Yet to Frode, and to many people like him, this same massive and inhospitable forest was also their home...

*
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“What was that, you were saying about a man making a choice?" asked Frode, as he passed the old man a hunk of dry bread and offered him a flask of sweet and dark beer to drink from. “It is a long way back, if we make the wrong call? Well, yes, I suppose that is often so.”

The old man took some of the bread, broke it into pieces, and, much to Frode’s surprise, scattered half of them onto the ground around where they sat. Then, somewhat greedily, he gobbled down the rest. Happily taking a large and long swallow of the beer, too.

He wiped his mouth. Silently ate another piece of the bread. And then he yawned and stretched. A long and aching sort of stretch. 

“It is so”, he said, at last. “Indeed it is. You are taking the Long Track south. So you are making a choice about your future. You have a long journey. It will take many years for you to reach your destiny. The mere walking alone will wear away a good year or more of your life”.

From no matter which part of the country they came, everyone called this broad path, which ran in a more or less straight line from one end of Sweden to the other, the Long Track. And it was, quite probably, though far from straight, smooth or even, the longest and widest of all such tracks in the land. Yet those who lived in the sparse populations of northern Sweden, never saw the southern end of the thing – rarely did they even see the middle. And those who lived in the much more populous south? Much the same. And those who lived in the lands in between, which was were Frode and the old man now sat, whichever direction they ventured to trade or hunt, they did not normally see the other direction beyond a few leagues. And so perhaps no man had ever walked or ridden the full length of the Long Track. And yet to do so, or at least to see the far south of the thing, was Frode’s very intention.

“You know that I am heading south”, said Frode. “I mean, not a short distance but all the way south. Until I reach the bright seas?”

“I know it, yes”, said the old man. 

“You do? How so, I wonder? Just because I am walking south does not mean I plan to go so far. I may be heading for the next village. Or perhaps to the great lakes for some fish”.

“That is true”, said the old man. “You may be doing such things. As many do. But I know what you are. And I know where your fate lies”.

Frode smiled at those strange words. There was something about the old man that made him feel uncomfortable. And yet he was, after all, just an old man. Without weapons and thus, presumably, quite harmless.

“Well, I do not know who you are”, said Frode, “But yes, you are quite right about me. And you are right about the journey I undertake. So tell me, how, how do you know all that?”

“Ah! You have your calling written in your face”, said the old man, his ghostlike eyes fixing Frode’s deep brown eyes. “You are a verifier. Or you are to set to try to become such. You are starting out on that journey now, both on foot and in life. All of that, I know. For I can see it in your face. In your frame, your clothes, your very build”. 

Frode laughed. “Well they do say that wisdom comes with age! And you, old man, assuredly have it. For what you say about me is true, though how you know all of that, I have no idea”.

A buzzard, or similar, suddenly broke out of the thick forest and soared, screeching eerily, high above their heads.

The two men sat a while and watched as it circled, and circled, and circled, gradually climbing higher on the air currents, moving slowly further away until no more than a dark speck in the pale blue sky.

“But the making a choice? That puzzles me more. I left home for I was told to do so. I become, or yes I am becoming, a verifier for I was told I must be such, though I admit, as yet, I have no idea how to truly make it so. But in all of that, I made no choice”.

“Yes”, said the old man. “That is true of all verifiers. It is a calling. There is no choice in that. But to travel south, and so far south, as opposed to east, west or north, therein lies your own decision. For better or for worse”.

Frode shook his head. Crossing the land east to west was scarcely practicable. There were mountains in the west. And beyond them, so it was said, there was nothing. There were mountains in the north too. And the further one went, the colder it got and the sparser the populations became. Thus it was either travel eastwards through the forest, or head south on the Long Track. And he had chosen south.

“Perhaps so”, said Frode, rising. “Yes, perhaps that much is so”.

The old man stood, too. Though now, oddly, very oddly, he appeared to be slightly taller, more erect, a little less haggard. Almost as if the small amount of bread and beer had given a remarkable new vigour to his aged body.

“Mark this well”, said the old man, “Your first test, your first trial, now lies not so very far away. If you do well, you will assuredly make a great future. But if you fail, you may never become a verifier and your journey to the distant south would then be a terrible waste of time. Ah! But which will it be, I wonder? Which will it be?”  

Frode frowned at these words. But before he could think of a reply, the old man had already wandered off the track and into edge of the the thick forest. Still visible, but only barely. Moving with much more agility across the difficult terrain than either his attire or age would have suggested. 

And then, in a few more moments, he had vanished.

Of course it was easy to disappear in the dark forest. Frode knew that. He had grown up in a tiny village in the middle of the woods. But to disappear into it, wearing little more than a shirt, with neither weapons nor food, made poor sense and for a moment Frode considered going after the man, to find him. 

But no. That made no sense either. It was not winter, it was spring. Early spring, but not cold. And what would he do even if he found the old man? Forcibly carry him out of the forest and frog-march him along the Long Track? If so, where to? No. The man had gone. And now it was time for Frode to get moving too. 

So Frode turned away from the forest. And, having ensured that he had all of his meagre but essential possessions with him, he took a few steps southwards. 

Southwards. 

Southwards. 

No! Damn that old man! No. He could not leave the man like that, wandering around here in the trees. The man had clearly been hungry, he had been improperly dressed and, as far as Frode could see, he carried no water, no beer, nothing to drink. No, Frode would have to go into the forest after the old man. Of course he would have to. And his own journey would have to wait a while longer.

*
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Frode, himself, had been born and brought up in the vast and dark forest or, at least, he had been brought up in a small village surrounded by that forest, with no more than a few fields between the edge of the village and the impenetrable woodlands beyond.

As a child, his life had been normal enough. He had learned to hunt at an early age and was known to be a good tracker of animals. He had also learned how to make a fire, prepare basic foods, use essential tools, as well as the rudiments of skills such as pot-making, basket-weaving and so on. All of which pretty much everybody learned, in the late Iron Age. For such skills which were often, if not always, a question of survival, a question of of life and death.

Together with others, he had also worked on those same sparse fields, growing enough food – just about – to provide breads and cereals, vegetables too, for the whole village. 

The village itself had consisted of no more than twenty or so buildings. Most of those had been small roundhouses, built of mud, thatch and wood. But in the very centre of the compound there had stood a large and rectangular longhouse. This was the building in which, of an evening, everyone gathered to eat, talk and sleep around the central open fire. Extended families, communal living, a role for everyone, whatever their age.

Life back in the village had certainly been quite basic, but it still remained a good few steps above being primitive. And things were, generally, calm and trouble-free – at least during Frode’s time where it was only when food ran short that things could become harder and more difficult. 

In all probability, Frode would have remained in that small isolated village for the rest of his days, had a visiting wise woman – the Iron Age equivalent of a midwife on this occasion – not seen ‘certain signs’ in the young man’s words and behaviour. Signs which, according to her interpretation, meant that Frode was destined to move out and into the bigger, wider world.

From that time on, though at first Frode tried to ignore such signs, they kept coming. And though some, a few, dismissed such, and even Frode himself often felt doubt, signs were considered a very real part of the world and important decisions were often made on the strength of them. And when, a year or so later, news spread that an aged verifier required an assistant, a suitable assistant, someone with the gift or calling, Frode was duly sent for.

In a way, becoming a verifier was no different to becoming a blacksmith or a priest. A man (or woman, there were female verifiers too) would generally leave home at a young age and spend between five and ten years learning the ‘craft’. And, after that period, he or she would then go out into the world and ply their trade.

And that was exactly how Frode’s life had been for the last eight years. Almost as an apprentice, he had travelled all over central Sweden, from one remote dwelling to another, one isolated village to the next and even, on the odd occasion, as far as the great towns which bordered the east coast.

But now that time was at an end. His teacher, the aged verifier, had died. But before he had done so, in solving a particularly nasty murder, he had made an enemy of a powerful man, who had also been the head of an equally powerful and vindictive family. And as Frode had been there... and as their wrath had no one else to turn to... Frode had been advised, by friends, to leave the area and find a new life elsewhere. And, sensibly, he had taken that advice. Which was why he was now on the Long Track heading to the far south of the country. 

*
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It was certainly true that Frode was a good tracker of animals. But when it came to following the old man, no. He had lost him. 

“I should have gone straight after the fellow”, said Frode to himself. “When, in your heart, you know the right thing to do, you should never hesitate, but just do it. Now there is a good lesson for my life. For any life”.

He had followed what, or so it seemed to Frode, were fresh and, presumably, human tracks through the undergrowth of the forest. Footprints, depressions in the thick moss, a single newly bent twig, which suggested the passage of a body. It all made good sense. But at last he had arrived at a deep, long and wide stagnant pool the colour of overly strong tea. Impassable to Frode, let alone to the old man, he had tried to find a viable way around the pool, but there was no such route to be discovered. 

After that, Frode had backtracked on himself. 

And he found... nothing.

Finally, he had decided to ignore any and all tracks and take the least tangled route he could see through the forest. There was nothing to suggest a person had ever gone this way, and, as Frode went deeper into the darkness, he felt sure that he was only wasting his time. He had lost the man. And that was that.

But at the very moment he made the decision to turn back, to return once more to the Long Track, he spotted something which did, indeed, resemble an actual path. The sort of path not made by one old man, but by the regular comings and goings of a small group of people.

Frode scrambled through the densest of barriers of spruce, almost on his hands and knees to get past the stuff, and then, suddenly, yes, there he was, on what was now unmistakably a path. Narrow. Deep in forest. But a path all the same and one not made by animals.

“Presumably the old man knew a better route to here than me”, he said to himself, as he began to follow the thing.

Minutes turned into an hour or more – not that such things as hours were measured in the late Iron Age, where a day was early, late, or somewhere in between – and Frode began to feel, once more, that he was wasting his time. But again, just as before, at the point at which he felt an almost overwhelming urge to turn back, there was, from up ahead, the unmistakable smell of smoke. Woodsmoke. And that could only mean one thing: people, a home and perhaps even a village.
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It took Frode longer than expected to reach the village, and that was because the wind was carrying the scent of woodsmoke for quite a distance. Could that old man really have covered all this ground before Frode? It felt unlikely. But as Frode approached the small clearing, where a motley collection of huts and homes stood, he figured it made sense to ask about the old man here, just in case. 
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