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  This story is a work of fiction and any resemblance to persons living or dead is purely coincidental. Some of the characters are based on historical figures, but ultimately just as freely invented as all the others. They carry the same names, but are never a real life reflection of the actual person. The author may not necessarily agree with everything his characters have to say.




  

    Thanks to everyone who helped me write, correct and improve this book.


    It may prove useful!


  




  Note: Misspellings at discount prices!




  To all those who want to learn more about Altera, myself or Friesenrecht (that is the german title of Frisian Freedom) you can do so on my website (of course most of it is in german):




  www.friesenrecht.de / www.worldofgila.de




  I hope you have fun with Act 1 Revisited!




  Sincerely yours,




  Gerd B. Freimuth akaDerAltmeister on 11 June ( Brachet ) Anno Domini 2016




  The World of Altera:




  It is the year 1156 according to the Christian calendar. The world of Altera is filled with a multitude of kingdoms, empires, tribes, gods, idols, ancient rites and new ideas fighting each other, uniting or evolving.




  The action takes place on the continent of Europe, the so-called Western World, which sees itself competing with the orient. The old Rome has fallen and Constantinople, the city on the Bosporus, is heir to the once mighty empire that embraced nearly all of Europe. After the Barbarian invasions, however, the Western Roman Empire has been captured by various tribes and several cultural power blocs emerge. Among them the island kingdom of the Angles, Western Gaul, the Catalan alliance, the united houses of Burgundy and the East Frankish empire which extends as far as Rome, at least in theory. But in effect the secular king and the ecclesiastical Pope continue fighting for dominance and the appointment of bishops who have been governing parts of the realm since Otto the Great. In addition the realm is interspersed with ancient tribal cultures and partly autonomous provinces that have been able to preserve their independence and cultural identity despite the chaos. One of the groups which managed to elude feudal domination is the tribal alliance of the free Frisians who maintain their own jurisdiction and obstinately defend their coastline on the Western Sea against imperial knights as well as Vikings, looters, wind and tides. They have toiled for generations to claim their fertile marshlands behind the dykes from the sea. But the dykes keep breaking under the onslaught of mighty storms. Those who don’t escape to the mounds drown in the merciless waters.




  The Frisians who are not wrestling with the ocean are trying to eke out a living on the inland moors and the poor sandy soil of the heathlands, growing buckwheat, peat-cutting and raising livestock. Thus the nobility has no particular incentive to conquer this inhospitable land, poor in natural resources. The Frisians are well known for laying traps in the moors and have drained the wettest regions with canals in order to farm the land. Their preferred weapons are the lance, also used as a pogo stick, and clayballs they fling with their bare hands. These missiles are deadly and even chain mail and gambeson armour afford scant protection.




  Despite all their differences, which frequently escalate into minor feuds on misty fields, the Frisians are united by their harsh environment, pride in their own jurisdiction and freedom from arrogant lords, be they secular or ecclesiastical, wanting to extort their tithes. The Church deliberately holds back so as to not unnecessarily provoke the proud and stubborn Frisians, who are renowned for those qualities as well as enthusiastic consumers of their home-made schnapps. They are a rough, but endearing lot.




  The freedom they hold so dear also allowed a brotherhood of pirates, former mercenaries in the service of King Albrecht or Queen Margarethe, to find refuge in East Frisia. They call them Likedeeler or Victual Brothers.




  These outlaws plunder the vessels of the influential Hanseatic League, an affiliation of merchants with trading posts on the Western Sea and the Baltic whose power extends from Novgorod to London and beyond as far as the coast of Africa and occasionally the Holy Land. Some daring traders have expanded their business via the Silk Road into the mystical kingdom of the sun, even more distant than the Levant. The reckless Likedeeler’s swashbuckling pirate life holds great allure for many a young Frisian. One of them in particular, a boy from the vicinity of Esens, has been trying to be accepted into the brotherhood for years. So far without success. But today is another day.




  Prologue




  Anno Domini 1156, Northwest Coast of the East Frankish Empire, the free East FrisianTerritories, tom Brok’s jurisdiction, the small town of Marienhafe




  The hustle and bustle on the cobblestoned paths clearly indicated the importance of this day. Then there were the numerous banners, the garlandsdecorating the houses and the dozens of stalls on the market square offeringbeverages, pastries and roasted meats for little money. Every house owner inMarienhafe was eager to have his property look particularly spruce to acquire andmaintain his standing in the community. Befitting the occasion, people weren’t clad intheir usual working clothes but dressed in their finest, freshly laundered robes. Thusattired they strolled across the well-swept cobblestones, chatting and having a goodtime.The babble of voices emanating from the vendors, the laughter and the general noise created a relaxed, exuberant atmosphere, not unlike the humming of a busy beehive. The sun was shining through the slender white July clouds and little groups of children twirled and ran around the adults, on the lookout for the jugglers, tricksters and conjurers who tried to earn their living during the festivities. But old men, too, had their fun scaring those willing to listen to their spooky stories. The musicians’ simple, joyful songs emphasised the carefree mood. Marienhafe was celebrating the Frisian Freedom. The usually quite sedate little town had a correspondingly small harbour. Normally just one or two ships would moor here every couple of weeks. But today there were four boats anchored at its quay. All of them small, flat-bottomed river boats as none of the high sea cogs with their sharp keels, and certainly no heavy holk, could have berthed here without inflicting serious damage to their hulls. Damage like that would make them easy prey for Frisian warriors exercising their chartered rights to confiscate any goods stranded in their territory. The hazardous journey through the marshy rivers into Frisia, with all its nooks and crannies and ever alert to fresh prey, was actually the reason some crews anchored here. They were pirates; VictualBrothers, as they were sometimes called in the Baltic Sea. Soldiers and mercenaries.Sellswords and outlaws. Hereabouts they were more commonly referred to as Likedeeler, meaning those who share their spoils equally. They skilfully exploited the shallowness of the Frisian rivers to hide from the heavy Hanseatic vessels, lick their wounds after their raids and to celebrate. Here in Marienhafe and its hinterland they mingled with the Frisians to experience some normality in their otherwise frantic lives. Therefore they laughed and drank excessively, made frequent contact with the locals and often behaved like naughty adolescents. They made the best of each day they could be together because it might all end much too soon. While they were celebrating, panting deckhands unloaded the goods the Likedeeler had captured and brought them to the large warehouse or straight to the market where they were sold for extremely low prices. The Frisians in Marienhafe and elsewhere gladly accepted the merchandise and were none too concerned about its origin.




  A young man of sixteen approached the general hubbub in front of the church with firm strides. His well-toned, tall frame supported a head topped by short, dark blond hair and alert, bright blue-grey eyes twinkled in his face. He was dressed in a dark yellow linen tunic, dyed blue breeches, a leather collar and a pair of waders necessary for frequently crossing the mudflats at low tide. His outfit marked him as a descendant of the dyke farmers, who primarily wore this kind of attire. A small leather purse dangled from his belt. So did a Frisian knife, tool and weapon in one, and originally intended for peat cutting. But the youth’s actual weapon was a long seax sword in a scabbard slung over his shoulder, the handle of which he was firmly gripping with his right hand. Without a word and a stern expression, he walked towards the Likedeelers’ table. The men were being well provided with ale and roast meat by the tavern. Their crude laughter and reverberating burps were unmistakable. These men had fought countless battles and travelled all the known as well as some unchartered waters. They constantly exuded an air of recklessness and the exotic. From the Baltic Sea via the Western Sea up to the Iberian coast and beyond they sailed the world’s oceans. But right now they rather resembled a jolly, coarse bunch, craving amusement and scarcely conveying the impression of being living legends. First among them was 21 year old Störtefad, the spitting image of his father, the legendary Likedeeler shipmaster Störtebeker. His unkempt beard, open countenance and the crow’s feet lining the corners off his eyes distinguished him as a man who knew how to inspire his crew and make them laugh. He was swilling back a huge tankard of ale while his companions admired him with an eager silence approaching reverence. They never encouraged him in the process. Only once he had successfully drained the vessel did they cheer him all the louder; caterwauling and smashing their tankards. Störtebeker had been renowned for emptying enormous pitchers of beer in a single gulp without pausing once in between. Now Störtefad followed in his footsteps. His first mate, the moustachioed veteran Klaus Schelt, hat been a pirate since way back, since the time in the Baltic Sea, and wielded a heavy cudgel which he used to throw enemy sailors off his ship. He liked himself in the role of hard-hitting sidekick, had no ambition to take command himself, and his invaluable experience was a great asset to Störtefad. On Störtefad’s right sat two more famous Likedeeler captains. The one next to him, Master Wigbold, was the one who least enjoyed the rowdy spectacle around him. In his mid-forties, he was regarded as the brotherhood’s philosopher, arbiter and brains. He thought strategically and was extremely adept in gaining the advantage over his opponents by predicting their moves. Just like Michels predicted the weather. As a former monk he shied away from battle, but nobody was a match for his intellect. His strength and astuteness weren’t the result of powerful muscles or nimble joints, but rather a reflection of his mental agility. His men knew that the master would always do the right thing and despite his general aloofness, he occasionally demonstrated how much he cared about their wellbeing. Nobody ever saw him laugh, but he sometimes grinned when he had one of his ingenious ideas. Untypical for a monk, Master Wigbold was clad in the sophisticated garments of the merchant class - a beret with the Likedeeler emblem, a black silk waistcoat with ornate buttons and a shirt with slit sleeves like the ones worn by the mercenaries. On his right perched the infamous Gödeke Michels holding a tankard of ale, his crossed arms propped up on a big Irish sellsword axe. Unruly, flaxen hair framed his broad, weatherbeaten face, rings adorned his ears and a tricorn with a feather sat on his head. Michel was regarded as a choleric, grim sea dog with an uncanny instinct for navigation; the reason for his men’s loyalty. Gödeke Michels always seemed to know the location of foggy patches, which way the wind was blowing and where to find the best booty. In battle friend and foe equally feared and respected him.
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    The Likedeeler: Gödeke Michels, Master Wigbold, Störtefad, Klaus Schelt


  




  These three were effectively the Likedeeler leaders of the Western Sea region. The other chiefs were either hiding in the remaining hideouts of the Baltic, like the Gulf of Finland, or in remote corners of the Western Sea where they barely scraped a living in splinter groups and small crews. Only the Likedeeler still operated as a complete brotherhood with their own military force and several vessels. The rest were fighting for their very survival. Originally the Victual Brothers had been hired as mercenaries in the battle against Margarethe, the queen of the Jutes. No longer needed, they had been betrayed and declared outlaws because nobody claimed responsibility for their upkeep. The general, cynical attitude was that they should look after themselves. The war was over, their services no longer required and so they did exactly that: they took care of themselves.




  The Likedeeler rewarded the Frisians‘ hospitality by offering them their booty for a song. Occasionally they even gave it away on a whim. Because the Frisian Hauptlinger, the chieftains, had been excluded from the Hanseatic League, they considered it their right to acquire their share of the spoils, in their opinion unlawfully withheld by the moneybags, through piracy. Now and then, and for a fee, the powerful freebooters helped one of the Hauptlinger to strengthen their forces during a feud. In those cases the Likedeeler made sure not to completely devastate or burn the land that provided them with shelter. In fact their efforts contributed to a hitherto rarely known placidity among the feisty and combative Frisians. The reason was simple: nobody fancied a good thrashing from the buccaneers. The Hauptlinger themselves only kept small bands of followers as extremely well armed guards. Their clout was significantly boosted by the Likedeeler. The Marienhafe family of the tom Broks in particular profited by the alliance when their combined forces asserted themselves against the other Frisian Hauptlinger and gained influence inside the Norden, Auerk and Emden triangle.




  The young man with the sword, who now joined the festivities, knew all this only too well and had avidly absorbed the many stories about the Likedeeler. He stopped in front of them and at first nobody really took much notice of him. He was just another guest. But then Störtefad put down his tankard with a burp. His men roared in their usual manner and raised their own clay tankards with drunken approval. Störtefad grinned and wiped his mouth. Then he burped heartily again. Even Master Wigbold clapped and said sarcastically: “Well done. That would have woken the Almighty himself were he asleep.” He was apparently having a good day. It was Gödeke Michels who finally raised his bushy eyebrows and noticed the boy silently standing there, intently staring at them. “Well, well, what have we here?” he growled eventually. “Isn’t that the Frisian urchin who shows up here every year? What was his name again? Timmy, Kimmy, Mimmy?” “Ninny!” one of the men shouted. Everyone snorted with laughter and boisterously hit the tables until they nearly shattered under the impact. A bald-headed guy nearly choked and turned purple. The stout landlady rolled her eyes. She was used to the Likedeeler smashing her furniture, but at least they paid for the damage and the local carpenter and potter were delighted with the additional work. The young man blushed and sulked: “My name is Hinni! Hinnerk to be exact! Hinnerk Wiards to be even more exact! And you lot would do very well to remember that name because I shall join your crew! Today! Try and stop me if you dare!” Klaus Schelt sneered: “YOU wan to join us? Ha! You can hardly carry that toothpick on your shoulder, you wimp! Go on; run back to your mummy. She’s looking for her kitchen knife as we speak.” Renewed laughter and the bald guy exclaimed at Hinnerk: “You’re killing me!” Now Hinnerk’s face contorted into a fierce snarl: “Right, if you’re too scared to take me on, just say it and I find some real men who know how to fight!” A giant jumped up and parked himself in front of Hinnerk, towering over the already tall youth. “Pretty lippy, aren’t you, lad? You come here uninvited and then you have the cheek to insult us. Allies or not, enough is enough! I should spank your scrawny little arse, you Frisian twit, you...” “Enough, Alrich!” a voice boomed from the direction of the table. It was Störtefad’s, who now got up and grinned. “The boy insulted us because we offended him first. He’s entitled to defend himself. He’s a true Frisian. So relax. We should take the youngster seriously. Sit down, Alrich, drink your beer and have a nap. I’ll see what he’s made of.” Alrich puffed: “Hmpf, okay so. You do that, Störte.” Störtefad straightened himself up, cracked his knuckles and tossed back his cape. He casually walked towards Hinnerk with a smile on his face. His shoulders were covered with a leather, rivet-studded armour. He stared at the youth through piercing, bloodshot eyes. Hinnerk stared right back. Störtefad reeked of sweat and alcohol: he had been celebrating right through since the night before.
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  Suddenly there was a loud slapping noise. Störtefad had unexpectedly tried to hit Hinnerk in the stomach and Hinnerk had blocked the punch just as quickly with his right palm. The force pushed him back a little more and the crowd started to take notice. Some of the Likedeeler whistled with appreciation. “I must admit you’ve learnt a thing or two since our last meeting, Hinnerk Wiards,” Störtefad commented and cocked his head to take a closer look at the boy. Hinnerk grinned, but stayed alert. “Falling for your tricks a second time would have been unforgivable.” After a short pause, when he realised that Störtefad wasn’t about to attack him again, he continued: “Back then you said that you would accept me if I beat one of you in combat. I didn’t succeed the last three years, but this time I’m ready. I‘ve trained for this the whole year and I deserve another chance. I want to become a Likedeeler! I want to see the world and make a name for myself!” Störtefad smirked: “Well, if that’s the case we shouldn’t waste any more time on chitchat. I’m sure you agree. Any particular preference as to who you want to take on? Master Wigbold perhaps?” Hinnerk shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t care. I’ll even fight you if I have to.” “Aren’t you a little hard on yourself? You should actually consider Master Wigbold instead. Fight with the old monk. Why don’t you have a praying competition?” The crowd and the Likedeeler laughed cautiously. To everyone’s amazement Wigbold replied: “I shall accept the challenge. Right so, you’re far too drunk anyway, lad.” He got up and came closer. Störtefad and the rest of the Victual Brothers uttered a surprised “Ohhh!” and “Ah!” while Störtefad tried to safe the situation. “Oh, no, Wigbold! It was just a joke. Sit down, old man. Let me take care of it...” Wigbold turned his nose up: “I know you don’t think of me as a proper fighter, whatever that may be apart from a sword-swinging madman. But I’m still a member of this mob. And as long as we share the spoils, we also share the work. I’m not one to shirk away, never have been!” “But... but...” “But what? Speak clearly, ale-swiller. Since when do you stutter? Move aside!” Wigbold and Störtefad glared at each other until Störtefad huffed and gave in: “As you wish, veeeenerable Master! If you insist. We’re all adults and know what we should and should not do. Have fun and goodnight to you!” Störtefad trudged back to his table, put up his feet and sulked like a little boy. Michels chuckled. Only now did Wigbold turn to Hinnerk. Seen close up the Master had a penetrating, arrogant look in his eyes. The impression was underlined by the way his arms were crossed behind his back. He didn’t seem to perceive Hinnerk as a threat. Leaning slightly forward, he gracefully extended his arm towards the market place, reminiscent of a courtly invitation to dance. “Shall we, young Master Wiards?” “We shall,” Hinnerk accepted defiantly.




  “A fight!” screamed one of the locals excitedly and they now had the crowd’s undivided attention. Curious children and young hooligans elbowed their way to the front and placed the first bets. “Make room,” Wigbold shouted and indicated a large circle right in the middle of the square. Nobody objected and the people moved back. Wigbold paced the circle and marked it with his foot in the sandy soil. He took his time. Hinnerk couldn’t hide his impatience. The ominous tension was nearly tangible. The former monk’s calm alarmed the young man more than he was willing to admit to himself. Was Wigbold perhaps not as weak as he suspected? After all, novice monks belonging to the more military oriented orders were instructed in quite a few combat techniques as far as he knew. He had even once witnessed two puny itinerant monks from Helvetia kicking three strong, well-known outlaws so badly that they couldn’t get up until the following day. Hinnerk and Wigbold positioned themselves in front of each other and Wigbold enquired: “Would you like to pull your sword out of the scabbard before we start?” The crowd was amused and Hinnerk started to sweat. Why was Wigbold so composed? Apparently he didn’t even have a weapon. So how did he intend to fight and fend off his attacks? Hinnerk removed the sword from its scabbard. A murmur went through the crowd when the midday sun illuminated the serrated edge of the blade sparkling in green. The murmurs grew louder. “I know that sword!” “How did the boy lay his hands on it!” “Doesn’t it belong to Abbo the Rebel?” “Abbo of the Ghastly Moors?” “That’s his sword!” “The sword from Satan’s Bog!” “It has to be!” Master Wigbold raised his eyebrows when he caught sight of the jagged, glistening green blade. Hinnerk brandished the sword in a few practice strokes. The blade swished and left traces of greeny trails in the air as if glowing from the inside. Hinnerk proudly explained: “This is Pakhaou, Abbo’s sword. I practiced with it for a whole year and I shall beat you with it.” “Interesting. A magic blade, I take it?” Wigbold remarked with the scientific interest of an expert. Hinnerk asked curtly: “Aren’t you going to draw your own weapon?” He noticed a slight smile on the Likedeeler’s lips. “My weapon is always drawn, my friend. Here are the rules: If you hit the dust three times, the fight is over. The same applies if either of us leaves the circle. Should you manage to pin me down even once, you are welcome to join my crew. But it would be your decision whose gang you prefer. Michel values seafaring skills. I prize strategy and cunning. Störtefad...” He looked at Störtefad, who honoured him with a noisy burp. “Well, I guess you can sow your wild oats with him!” “Sounds fair!” Hinnerk accepted the conditions and crouched: “I’m going to attack now!” “Be my guest.” Hinnerk stormed forward with his sword. The former monk didn’t move, even when the blade came down upon him. And still it struck nothing. The crowd caught its breath and Hinnerk’s eye grew as big as saucers when he heard Wigbold right behind him. “You’re no killer, son. You hesitate too much.” Hinnerk’s reflexes made him lash out backwards to hit Wigbold, but again his blade hit nothing. Now Wigbold was standing a few yards from Hinnerk’s starting point. Only the swirling dust bore witness to the Master’s ludicrous speed and his near silent manoeuvres. Did this really happen or had it been an optical illusion? Hinnerk swallowed hard. These past years he had fought the Likedeeler’s helmsmen, underlings and warriors, but none of them had ever been as fast. “Is it my turn now?” Wigbold asked and Hinnerk prepared himself for the counterattack. The monk lunged at him with semi-circular movements. Hinnerk responded at the right time, but missed again. Yet he could have sworn that he had hit him. “Round one,” he heard Wigbold’s voice beside him and tripped over the leg the Master had stretched out. Hinnerk lost his balance and couldn’t prop himself up in time. The crowd mumbled and some people clapped when he landed on the ground. Hinnerk jumped back on his feet, his mouth full of sand. He spat it out, shook his head and grinned: “Ok, you’re pretty nimble on your feet for a monk!” Wigbold just shrugged his shoulders. “Did you have enough or do we have to continue this spectacle?” Hinnerk smirked: “I’m only starting!” Wigbold nodded: “You’re certainly dumb enough to become one of us!” Hinnerk mentally prepared himself for a special move he’d learned from his uncle Abbo. He now realised that the former monk’s speed was far superior to his own. The way he effortlessly avoided each strike left Hinnerk no choice but to employ a rather questionable technique which Abbo called the ‘Devil’s Dance’. He held the weapon behind his back, lurking like a spider in its net, and waited for someone to step close enough to be within reach of his sword, to touch the web, so to speak. This required utmost concentration. He had to be aware of the slightest nuances like vibrations in the soil and the air. Master Wigbold frowned and apparently sensed that the fight had reached a different level. “Alright, you really do have improved. I applaud your tenacity. But that won’t help you either.” This time Wigbold stormed straight at the boy. Hinnerk didn’t move. Kept his eyes closed and concentrated even harder. Then he swirled around his own axis and plunged his sword right behind him; just where Wigbold appeared. This time Hinnerk didn’t miss, but hit the Master’s chest. But with a move that defied all logic Wigbold still dodged the full impact of the weapon and it only brushed his arm. Then he rolled over, jumped up and re-established the distance between himself and his opponent. He impassively regarded the blood dripping from his arm. “I see. Quite a good plan. What do you call this technique?” “The Devil’s Dance.” The Master nodded. “A defence manoeuvre? You wait until the enemy is close enough and then strike at the appropriate moment.” Wigbold had seen through Hinnerk’s strategy far too quickly. Now the boy had to face the intellect of an experienced man who would show him no more mercy. Knowledge and intelligence were not Hinnerk’s strong points. He wasn’t exactly a halfwit, but he had always preferred action over dull deliberation. “Allow me to try a little experiment!” Wigbold said politely and Hinnerk once again assumed the Devil’s Dance position. Wigbold ran towards him like before, but instead of attacking, he kept circling around the boy, always just outside his sword’s reach. Being so close to the edge, Hinnerk found it harder and harder to concentrate with each passing second. Wigbold was now effectively staging continuous potential attacks and aggravated Hinnerk’s senses to the last. The boy realised that one wrong move could signal the end. His concentration flagged perceptibly under the permanent provocation and irrelevant noises and impressions distracted him. Hinnerk finally lost his patience and took action. One last time he tried to locate Wigbold and when the monk ran past him he forcefully thrust his sword at him. But Wigbold was no longer there. Instead the monk said calmly: “Round two!” Then Hinnerk felt a powerful blow to his neck. Unable to prevent his legs giving way, he fell first onto his knees and then crumbled like a wet sack of rye. Again his mouth was full of sand. His neck was throbbing with pain.




  Wigbold stepped up to him and from Hinnerk’s angle he looked like a black giant in front of the glaring sun. He inspected the dirt under his fingernails. “How did I beat you?” “N... no idea...!” “Then let me tell you, boy. You might just learn something. I immediately suspected that your strategy was based on concentration. I used to know a similar technique called Spider Bite. Just like a spider in its web you don’t move and wait to attack at the opportune moment. It’s pretty effective when you’re up against a faster opponent like a fly for instance. But people aren’t spiders and have to process a lot more information with their senses. Do you follow me? The spider acts instinctively, but we have to consciously concentrate. Because God gave man a brain, but this brain also has its disadvantages. In the end I merely had to stamp my foot and you had become so impatient that you fell for it. Thus the spider becomes its own prey when the fly is aware of the trap.” Some people were impressed enough to clap. Hinnerk picked himself up. “Damn it! I guess it won’t work if I try again?” “No. The secret is out of the bag. The first time was enough. It’s been a while since I’ve seen my own blood. It’s still red. Good to know.” He grabbed the boy and pulled him back up on his feet. He even dusted him down a little. “It‘s basically a good technique, but a bit too complex for your skills. Unsuitable for your... peasant nature...” Hinnerk nodded sheepishly. And forcefully struck Wigbold with Pakhaou. Again, he missed and Hinnerk cursed: “Shit!” The former monk had instantly jumped aside and created a good few feet of distance between him and his opponent. He smiled in amazement: “Oh my! What a crafty move.” “The battle isn’t over yet, Master! I have one more go.” Wigbold nodded: “That was a trifle naive, wouldn’t you agree?” Hinnerk’s grin seemed a little pained. This fight had been one big embarrassment. Although he had a few more sword strokes up his sleeve, they were all too slow to defeat Wigbold’s seemingly superhuman reflexes. Suddenly he had an inspiration. Perhaps it wasn’t necessary to strike the Master. He just had to strike everything inside the circle.




  Desperate situations called for desperate measures and Hinnerk had an idea how to extend the sword to a radius which would completely cover the battle zone. He had to exploit Pakhaou’s special powers even if displaying its magic might badly offend some of the more pious spectators. Fortunately the Inquisition mostly stayed clear of Frisia to honour the official peace. The sword not only possessed magically enhanced strength, it could also change into other types of weapons. The only drawback was the massive pain the fighter had to endure in the process. Pain so extreme, it could make a grown man faint. Only uncle Abbo had mastered it enough for his reaction being no more than a grim gasp. But Hinnerk saw no other way of winning at this stage. He therefore pressed the emblem on the pommel and tightly gripped the hilt with both hands. He collected himself and quietly asked Pakhaou to change into an extra-long broadsword; long enough to cover the radius of the circle. Master Wigbold watched with the interest of a curious scholar. He was blissfully unaware of what was about to happen, and so was the audience. Initially Hinnerk just felt a slight tingling sensation. It intensified until intense pain started throbbing through his arms and then invaded his entire body. His heart was pounding, the little hairs on his neck stood up and he clenched his teeth while he was writhing in the grip of cramps, shrouded in a greeny, nebulous aura. The crowd moved back. “That’s witchcraft!” screamed an old woman and crossed herself repeatedly. “Rubbish! That’s just Ab.. Ab... Abbos crazy sword!” belched a half-drunk man. Another shouted: “WOW!” The sparkling green weapon changed shape and become longer and longer. Once it had completed its transformation, there was a loud bang and Hinnerk fell onto his knees. Someone else, who was watching from the top of the church tower, took a deep breath. Hinnerk’s knees had turned to jelly and beads of sweat were dripping from his nose. Wigbold raised his eyebrows: “You surprise me again, but magic is but a fleeting companion. Nothing but a tool of pretend power. You shouldn‘t count on it.” Hinnerk grinned through the pain and the sweat: “It was a good fight, Master. But now I shall end it.” The Likedeeler looked grim: “Seems like it. Here goes!” Hinnerk trudged to the middle and positioned Pakhaou’s elongated blade at the edge of the circle. “You better make room!” The crowd didn’t need to be told twice and beat a hasty retreat. Hinnerk started to twirl around like a spinning top. He as the centre of the swinging action and Pakhaou as the scythe. Wigbold started running and at first he was as fast as the blade. “A nice little exercise,” he observed, apparently not at all challenged or concerned. Some of the spectators grew dizzy at the sight of the ever faster swinging blade when they could no longer recognise either of the fighters. The whirring of the sword became even faster and more piercing and one of the drunken bystanders threw up. Nobody wanted to be close to the deadly weapon. Hinnerk stepped it up another notch and now also moved the blade up and down while still swinging it around. “Faster!” he hissed. The jarring sound was menacing as the speed increased. Gödeke Michels commented calmly: “If the boy lets go of the sword, the force could easily damage the church spire. This could turn ugly.” Störtefad agreed: “Either that or it might fly as far as Emden.” By now the blade was overtaking Wigbold’s shadow, but Hinnerk was exhausted. All the fighting and Pakhaou’s transformation had cost him a lot more strength than he had bargained for. This was his last trump card. After that he had nothing left. “It has to work. It just has to! I don’t want to wait any longer. I’ve got to get out of here!” he griped in his thoughts. He felt a jolt travelling through the blade as it hit Wigbold’s hazy reflection. Only now did he slow down the speed of the whirling blade and then brought it to a halt. It shrank back to its normal size. Hinnerk’s head was spinning more than it had ever before in his life and he nearly missed the crowd breaking into cheers. As if through a veil he saw Master Wigbold’s beret lying in the dust. Hinnerk smiled. He had evidently expelled Wigbold from the circle and therefore won the fight. Hinnerk twirled around on one foot and staggered so alarmingly that even one of the very drunk men noticed: “Wha... what’s up?” Hinnerk was so elated that his pains virtually vanished and the broad grin wouldn’t leave his face.




  At last! At last he was a member of the Likedeeler! At last he could go to sea, get away from the boring peasant life and have proper adventures, find treasures and romance. Exploits he would tell his grandchildren gathered around the open fire in his old age. When he contentedly looked back on a rich and full life. He was over the moon. In fact he was so happy that he only vaguely heard the words: “Round three.” There was a bang and then everything was shrouded in darkness. But the smile on his face remained. As if there were no more unhappiness on Altera. He had won.




  Chapter 1




  Stranded Goods




  Hinnerk was disappointed and angry. Angry with himself, angry with the Likedeeler, angry with Abbo, Pakhaou, the sword, the dyke he was climbing right now and generally angry with the whole world. Without exception. He had handed the sword back to his uncle right after the embarrassing fight. This gentleman had viewed the whole debacle from the roof of the Marienhafe church. Abbo had treated Hinnerk’s aching head with cold compresses and praised his progress effusively, but Hinnerk would have none of it. In his ears it sounded like his uncle was mocking him. Even the Likedeeler’s invitation to join them for a drink had done nothing to improve his mood. It had only infuriated him all the more about his defeat. When he pressed him, Wigbold had explained how he had escaped the sword’s blade without leaving the circle. Hinnerk’s eyes had nearly popped out of his head. The former monk had simply jumped up and had thrown his dagger into Pakhaou’s orbit so that Hinnerk thought he had struck him. But Wigbold had never left the circle and had jumped so high that he had only landed back on the ground once Hinnerk had stopped. It seemed incredible, but the Master looked terribly pale and sweat was running down his face. Michels and Störtefad confirmed the story. Abbo, too, had seen it that way. Wigbold declared that it would take him a week to replenish the mental reserves he had exhausted through his superhuman efforts. According to Abbo it was all related to the monks, their prayers and their practice of mixing work with the spirit. Ora et labora.




  It was essentially just another form of magic, even if the Master didn’t like the description. There were so many questions about his abilities, but Hinnerk only angrily pulled at his hair. He had lost all interest in the festivities or any other diversions. It no longer mattered what happened next. This time he should have won. He desperately wanted to leave East Frisia. Have adventures with the Likedeeler. Not as a sailor or pirate, but as a free man in search of faraway countries, great battles and without concern for boring, mundane worries and duties. He longed to travel the seas and perform heroic deeds as an equal companion of the other free men. Perhaps even with a saucy Irish redhead by his side. Hinnerk chuckled in spite of himself when he sat down on the dyke and gazed at the incoming tide washing over the mudflats. The salty breeze blew into his face. Klütje, his dog, was busy sniffing around and barked when he discovered some voles and chased them off. Life on shore may be enough for all the others, but so terribly boring and tedious even a full stomach couldn’t relieve Hinnerk‘s discontent. Everything felt as flat and drab as the land itself if you disregarded the march which covered vast tracks like a putrid mould. The Frisians‘ petty territorial feuds were anything but epic, they were childish and stupid. But the sea called Hinnerk with its exotic, magical allure and he wanted to be right in the middle of great adventures as long as he was still young enough. Wanted to fight with the ocean knights and duel with the men of the Hanseatic League, capture rich trading vessels and discover new coasts. Dig up buried treasure and slay monsters. All that and so much more.




  But now it would take months again until he’d get another chance to join the Likedeeler. Only the best and toughest men were accepted into their ranks. Störtefad had once explained it like this: “In our crew everyone has to depend on each other, Hinnerk. Everybody has to have a certain degree of fighting ability. Nobody wants a loser who can’t cover their backs, right?” Hinnerk understood and that’s what annoyed him all the more. Sure, he could have joined any other gang of buccaneers, even the Frisian ones like those of Friedhelm Nordendi or Behrend Attena, which occasionally still sailed towards Jutland or the lands of the Angles for a bit of raiding. Now and again, when the opportunity presented itself, they also attacked Hanseatic ships. But Hinnerk only wanted to sign up with the Likedeeler. He was impressed by the code of honour they practised amongst themselves and even towards the ships they captured and their crews. These men were no dumb robbers, they were much more than that. Besides Nordendi and Attena were too Frisian and set out to sea less and less frequently with advancing age. The era of the Frisian pirates would die with them. The old days were gone. Neither were they adventurers like the Likedeeler. They had no vision and no motto. The Likedeeler, on the other hand weren’t just marauders; they were free thinkers, skilled survivors, voyagers with a zest for life.




  That afternoon a frustrated Hinnerk reported for duty as dyke warden. This meant sitting on top of the dyke looking out for looters and Norsemen. More than once the latter had invaded Frisia, leaving terror and death in their wake. Although these raids had abated since the Battle of Norden, the Frisians never again wanted to experience such horrors unleashed on their homeland. For this reason, and amongst other precautions, they had founded the modest fleet they called the Frisian Watch. Apart from being duty-bound to build more dykes they had also introduced the Dyke Watch, manned by the younger members of the local families. As soon as they sighted an enemy vessel, they ran to the closest castle, town or village to sound the alarm. So far Hinnerk had not witnessed an enemy approach, but he realised the importance of his task. Today though he wasn’t in the mood. He was simply too disappointed and even the loyal Klütje couldn’t cheer him up.
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  Klütje was a calf-high, four-legged predator, as much at home in the water as he was on land. The coast dog could press his four small, muscular legs close to his body in order to move through the water with his wide paddle tail. His head resembled that of an otter; his coat was short and oily and his teeth sharp enough to crack mussels and other shellfish or tear meat apart. Hinnerk threw a chewed up wooden ball down the dyke and Klütje instantly ran after it and brought it back. When he barked he sounded like a small seal. Klütje was a smart and highly active dog and playing with him soothed Hinnerk’s frayed nerves. Eventually he sighed and took Klütje’s face between his hands, rubbed it until it looked all crumpled. “You’re always there for me, aren’t you? Yes, you are. And I’ll always be there for you, too. You’re my little doggy, hey?” Klütje yelped and excitedly chased after some seagulls that were searching for worms. Hinnerk grinned: “You show them!” He gazed at the grey sea again with its white spray breaking against the shell-strewn beach. There wasn’t a ship in sight, just the contours of the islands Langeoog, Baltrum and Spiekeroog. Soon the fog would be rising. Hinnerk could feel it in his Frisian bones. And sure enough, the at first thin veils of mists quickly turned into a thick haze approaching the shore and the dyke and gradually swallowed them up. Even the sun was now just a barely visible, shadowy outline. Hinnerk frowned; these conditions were less than ideal for keeping watch. He nervously scratched his arm and noticed that he no longer felt his wounds and exhaustion after the fight with Wigbold. The fresh sea air may have played its part, but his recovery was mainly due to the consecrated water Father Meenhard from the Marienhafe church had made him drink and which was now releasing its healing powers. Meenhard had sold him the blessed liquid at a reduced price because he had felt sorry for the beaten boy. Nights of prayer and chanting had cleansed the holy water and infused it with the essence of God, he claimed. Hinnerk wasn’t exactly proud of himself as he now remembered that he hadn’t even thanked the priest or his uncle. He pulled at the grass and chewed on a sprig. Then he got up and walked down to the shore with Klütje to have a better view and collect some shells. Travellers on the market in Esens bought them eagerly and certain shells could be worked into a decent mortar substitute and many a healing ointment after a recipe from the Marienkamp monks. It provided a small extra income for the dyke watchers. Flotsam like this was common property and nobody objected. A handful of people were able to earn their living by collecting stranded goods, but they lived mostly on the islands where they claimed everything the ocean washed ashore. The old saying “The sea provides and the sea takes it away” was taken very seriously on the East Frisian Islands along the coast. Farming and animal husbandry was exclusively practised by a very few rich island dwellers. Since time immemorial most of the others had been fishermen and collectors of whatever they found on the beach and the mudflats. Hinnerk leaned forward when he spotted a particularly pretty black shell and shrank back when he noticed the softness of the sand on which it rested. The soil was yielding and warm. It felt like skin.




  Then he saw her and jumped up while Klütje growled and went into defence mode. A human being, half covered with sand; legs and arms close to the body. Hinnerk swallowed hard. Never before had he seen a stranded person and here was one of them, right in front of his eyes. He gingerly started to push the sand aside. Now he saw that the creature was a young girl, quite close to his own age. She only wore a skimpy, sleeveless linen tunic and dark, short trousers. Her pretty, even features were framed by purple hair held back with small clips. Eyes closed, she was slowly breathing in rhythm with the waves. Hinnerk instantly found her attractive and the blood rushed to his head.
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  Red as a lobster, his hands trembling, he turned her face towards him. “Thank God, she’s alive!” Hinnerk scanned the shore for help, but there was nobody. Nobody except the three men mooring their sailing boat he had completely overlooked!




  The boy got such a shock, he nearly fell on top of the girl. Fortunately he was agile and managed to rise again immediately, propping himself up on her exposed hip. Hinnerk focussed on the newcomers. Their vessel was fast, shallow-draft and nimble, the type preferably used by small traders because it was cheap to buy and maintain. This ship, however, sported an unusual black sail flaunting a stylised, screeching white seagull. There was no doubt. These men were local pirates. The other dyke watchers had told him about them in the tavern in Esens. “That’s all I need now,” Hinnerk moaned, grabbed Klütje and stuffed him into his pouch filled with salt water. This way he could take the coast dog with him into the dry interior without the animal dehydrating too much or its coat becoming too rough. Like a nightmare he saw the three men approaching through the fog. They made straight for him and their leader was carrying a battle axe on his shoulder. His pockmarked face and nasty grin promised no good. The other two chaps looked just as shifty. One of them was a broad, bald-headed giant, the other thin and lanky with combed back, fair hair.




  Hinnerk cursed the fog: “Why now of all times? Shit!” Without it a Frisian guard ship under the command of Admiral Hark would have long discovered the marauders and driven them away. The girl woke up, grabbed Hinnerk’s arm in an iron grip and pulled him down to her with unexpected strength. Through salt-incrusted, half open eyes she begged in a weak voice: “Get me away from here. They want to take me with them, but I don’t want to. Please!” Hinnerk made a far-reaching decision and drew his dagger. For years now the villains had been terrorising the Frisian coast. They called their leader Driftwood Theo. More vulture than warrior, he was infamous for attacking defenceless merchants and convoys. But his speciality was gathering stranded goods before anyone else could get to them. With the axe on his shoulders he could fell entire masts, if the rumours were true. Theo was wearing a leather helmet, studded around the forehead, and a thick scarf wound around his neck, as well as a dark leather collar. His left shoulder was also protected by a three-pronged armour. Theo’s beard was filthy, his broad nose pockmarked, his eyes bloodshot. His eyebrows were close to vertical and two big, ugly scars graced the right half of his face. Hinnerk shouted at the men: “Stay right where you are, Driftwood Theo! This is the dyke watch.” Before he knew what was happening, Theo had swung his axe and hit the ground. “Sanddrift!” The sand in front of Hinnerk’s eyes exploded, flew into his eyes, nose and mouth and pushed him back like a wall. Hinnerk jumped to the side and shook himself until he saw a dirty grin spreading over Theo’s face: “Ha! What have we here? A little Frisian boy, who’s playing at being dyke watch, trying to snatch our booty.” Theo bend forward with menace in his tiny eyes: “We can’t have that, can we now?” He straightened himself and gesticulated with his left hand in a wide, sweeping gesture while his right gripped the axe on his shoulder.




  [image: ]




  Then he said dramatically: “But I’ve seen enough blood and death today. I shall therefore graciously forget what I’ve just heard as long as you surrender the girl. I’d hate having to chop up such a handsome, young lad.” Hinnerk frowned and increased his distance: “What happened with the sand?! What kind of move was that?” Theo was clearly amused: “Oh, that? I call it the Sanddrift. Pretty effective, hey? And that was just a small demonstration of my skills as a beachcomber and master butcher.” “It was nothing but a sneaky trick!” Hinnerk barked back. All at once Theo became serious: “Listen here now, boy. And listen well. Last night I saw twelve of my men drown in the floods, get it? I toiled across the surf and the mudflats just to get this girl and I will, you hear?” Theo nodded vigorously without taken his eyes off Hinnerk. “I won’t be stopped by a snotty-nosed urchin with a death-wish. Is that what you want? Do you want to die, boy? Are you that stupid?”




  In hindsight the reply Hinnerk struggled to voice had been just that, a death-wish. He said: “You want the girl? Come and get her, you bastard!” Klütje whimpered in his pouch and Hinnerk slapped him slightly. A sign for the coast dog to stay quiet no matter what. The youth nervously fiddled with his Frisian dagger, a mixture of knife and spade. Theo picked up his axe. “Right, boy. As you wish.” Hinnerk countered: “I’m a Frisian. And just like the dyke I won’t shrink back from the waves or disreputable scum like you!”




  Theo laughed: “Tosh! Useless nonsense. Say your last prayers.” The axe flew towards him and the two blades clashed. Hinnerk’s arm instantly burned like hell, but Theo was already aiming his next blow. Just in time Hinnerk leaped out of reach and Theo immediately kept up the attack. He was deadly serious now. Without a shield or effective weapon Hinnerk was at a massive disadvantage. He had to fully concentrate on defending himself; attack was out of the question. Theo effortlessly wielded his axe with just one hand while he kept his left arm behind his back. Only his reflexes saved Hinnerk from the deadly blows. Twice the axe scraped him, however, and slashed his skin and shirt. “Not bad,” Theo acknowledged. “But take a good look at yourself, boy. You won’t survive this fight. Go home and have a glass of milk.” Hinnerk forced himself to smirk: “Is this supposed to be a truce?” Theo seemed surprised. “Absolutely not. That was just my conscience talking.” “As if you have one!” Theo attacked with renewed vigour. Hinnerk tried to recall what uncle Abbo had taught him about facing an opponent who was armed with an axe. Their blows were staggering but also slow. Axe fighters were attackers with few chances of blocking their opponents which required a shield. But Theo didn’t have a shield. Presumably because it was too debilitating in a fight aboard ship where mobility was rather more important. This must be his weak spot. While Theo’s blows kept coming, Hinnerk incidentally noticed that his two sidekicks had grabbed the girl and were dragging her to the boat. Hinnerk had to act fast or he would fail just like he had in his battle against Master Wigbold. He growled: “I’m done losing. Enough!” He clutched his dagger so tightly, his knuckles protruded. When Theo raised his axe for another strike, Hinnerk aimed the dagger right at the axe’s handle and his arm shot forward like a snake. He struck the handle with the broad part of the dagger. The axe was catapulted back and landed smack-bang in Theo’s face. The man wailed and clutched his broken nose. He frantically lashed out so that Hinnerk couldn’t deliver the death blow. Instead Hinnerk decided to chase after Theo’s cronies who were just about to heave the girl onto the ship. They spotted him too late. Hinnerk flung Klütje’s wooden ball full whack at the gangly robber’s temple, who slumped down like a sack of potatoes. Then he held the dagger to the bald-headed giant’s throat. The baffled man was carrying the girl and couldn‘t draw his weapon. Hinnerk roared: “Let her go! Right now!” The giant grinned from ear to ear: “Put that little knife away before Theo chains you to the mast and leaves you there to rot with nothing but salt water to drink! You better believe me. It will drive you insane. You’ll be so thirsty, you’ll swallow anything.” Hinnerk pointed the tip of the dagger at the man’s eyes. “Let her go! I can repeat what I did to Theo any time. Like right now!” The giant sighed and put the girl down. Up to that moment she hadnt’ said a word. But now she opened her eyes. She squinted a few times and caked salt slid from her lashes. “Wh... where am I? What’s going on?” Hinnerk pulled her towards him. “I’m getting you out of here. Get off the boat. Come on.” The girl nodded slowly and drowsily. The two of them jumped off the deck and hastened towards the dyke. Theo’s voice boomed: “Sanddrift reach far!!” Sand shot up from the ground and barred their path. “Just run through it!” Hinnerk told the girl. But the force of the swirling sand was stronger than before and they collided with it as if they’d hit a wall. The girl quickly got back on her feet and tried to help Hinnerk up. She seemed completely awake now. “Get up! Please. We have to get away!” she screamed when the giant and Theo approached. Theo was wiping the blood from his face. The girl couldn’t leave Hinnerk on his own. The giant easily scooped her up and put her over his shoulder where she struggled wildly: “Let go of me, you big oaf!” “Oh la la, a fiery little wench, Theo.” Theo wheezed: “God help you, if all this isn’t worth it...” He grabbed Hinnerk by his collar and yanked him up. “That was an interesting move, boy, to use my own weapon on me. Good idea. Attack is the best form of defence. That’s my motto, too. What a shame my irritation has turned into rage and I have to kill you now.” Hinnerk tried to free himself from Theo’s iron grip, but failed miserably. Theo threw him roughly onto the beach and Hinnerk cursed when he twisted his knee as he hit the ground. He could hear the crunch and saw the pirate coming closer like an executioner with the axe on his shoulder, once again demonstrating the futility of resistance. A whimpering from his pouch reminded Hinnerk of Klütje and he pulled the dog out of the bag. “Off you go. Dive into the sea! Tell Abbo!” Hinnerk whispered. But the animal made no move to escape into the ocean. Instead he wagged his fin and barked encouragingly as if he could help. “Oh,” said Theo, “what have we here? I thought I heard something earlier. So that’s your pet, hey? A cute little thing.” “You so much as lay a finger on him, I swear I’ll...” “Swear? You would do better not to swear in your last moments on this earth. Broken promises weigh on the soul and then you won’t get to heaven.” Theo was very close now and behind him Hinnerk saw the struggling girl being carried away by the giant. When Theo now brandished the axe over the growling Klütje’s head, Hinnerk screamed and protectively pulled the coast dog to himself. The girl looked up, saw the situation and suddenly fainted. The giant shouted: “Hey, Theo, there’s something wrong with her. Look!” He waved with the girl’s limp hand. Theo paused. “Is she dead? What did you do to her, you dumbwit?” “Nothing, I...” The giant’s eyes widened in surprise when the girl freed herself with supernatural strength. “Oh, shit!” She faced the giant and pushed his chest with her right hand. Something snapped and the brawny hulk flew through the air like a doll. With a distant splash he landed in the water and the current took him away with a speed that implied it wanted to drown him.




  The girl seemed dazed now and staggered along the shore with her eyes closed. Her bare toes clawed into the sand. She turned to Theo and Hinnerk. Those two were so shocked that they forgot their own quarrel. Theo snarled: “Hey there, you bitch! What did you do to him? Get him back here at once!” The girl didn’t react. Her eyes opened and were entirely white. The air around her was flickering. Theo muttered angrily: “What the devil is going on?” He noticed Hinnerk’s arm pointing to the sea. He spun around just it in time to see a towering, yet quite thin wave heading straight for him.
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