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A en Cook, who had a short piece in our March issue, "The Seventh Fool," returns with a colorfu
and action-filled seagoing fantasy, about the crew of the Vengeful Dragon and their search for a
phant om shi p.

CGhost Stal k
by GLEN COOK

It seened we had been aboard the Vengeful D. forever, nadly galloping the coasts from Si nbal | awei n
to The Tongues of Fire. W |ooked toward land with the lust of stallions for mares beyond a twel ve-
foot fence. But our barrier was far less visible. It consisted solely of Colgrave's will.

"Coing to the O ouds of Heaven next tinme | hit Portsmouth,” said Little Mca, bending over his

needl e. He was forever patching sail. "Best dammed cat house on the coast. Best darned cats. Coing
to make themthink O d Goat God hinself has arrived." He giggled.
It was Subject Nunmber One with Little Mca. It was with nost of us. | had never net a sail or who

was not drunk or horny. He would be both if he had his feet on dry | and.

"Runt |ike you couldn't satisfy a dwarfs grandnother," Student remarked from behind the inevitable
book. They dueled with insults awhile. There was little else to do. W were running before a

st eady breeze.

During the exchange Student's eyes never |eft his book

It was one we had taken off a Daimellian two-master nonths earlier. W were due to take another
vessel soon. (Maybe The One. | hoped. | prayed. Colgrave had vowed to remain at sea till he found
her.) Qur stores were running low. There was nold down to the heart of the bread. Maggots were
growing in the salt pork, which had gotten wet in a recent storm There was no fruit to fight the
scurvy. And we were down to our last barrel of grog. One lousy barrel would not |ast me |ong.

I had no stomach for a beach raid just there, much as | wanted to feel earth and grass beneath mny
soles. W were a half dozen | eagues north of Cape Blood, off Itaskian coasts. Those were shores
Trol | edyngj ans habitually plundered. And it was their season for hell raising. Coast watchers

were, likely, considering us with cold, hard eyes at that nonent.
"Sail ho!"
Men scranbl ed, clearing the decks. | glanced up. As usual, Lank Tor, our chief boatswain, was in

the crow s nest. He was as crazy as the A d Man.

Col grave stal ked fromhis cabin. As always, he was arned and clothed as if about to present
hinself at court. The boatswain's cry, like a warlock's incantation, had conjured himto the
weat her decks. "Were away?" He would not go below till we had caught her. O she shook us. That

sel dom happened.

| peered to seaward. There were always squalls off Cape Bl ood. That day was no exception, though
the stormwas playing coy, lying on the horizon instead of enbracing the coast. Prey ships liked
to duck in to escape. The rocky shoreline offered no hope better than drowning am dst w eckage and
t hundering surf.

"On the bow" Tor shouted. "Just round the point and naking the | andward tack."

"Ah- ha-ha-ha," the O d Mn roared, slapping his good thigh

H s face had been destroyed by fire. The whole left side was a grotesque |lava flow of scar tissue.
H s |l eft cheekbone showed an inch square iceberg tip of bare bone.

"We've got her. Had her before we ever saw her."

Cape Bl ood was a | ong, jagged, desolate finger of rock diddling the ocean across the paths of cold
northern and warm southern currents. |If the ship were round the point and on a | andward tack, she
was al nost certainly caught. We had a strong breeze astern. She would have to shift sail for a

| ong seaward tack, com ng toward us, piling onto the rocks round the headl and. That turn, and
bendi ng on sail, would take tine too.

"Shift your course a point to starboard,"” Col grave roared at the hel msnan. Toke, our First

O ficer, so summarily relieved of his watch, shrugged and went to watch Hengis and Fat Poppo, who
had the chip | og over the side.

"Maki ng ei ght knots," he announced a nonment later. The O d Man eyed the sails. But there was no
way we could spread nmore canvas. Wth a breeze |like the one we had we always ran hell-bent, hoping
to catch sonebody nappi ng.

"She's seen us," Tor shouted. "Starting to conme around. Ch! A three-naster. Caravel rigged." W
were a caravel ourselves, a stubby, pot-bellied vessel high in the bows and stern.

The A d Man's face brightened. d owed. The ship we were hunting was a caravel. Maybe this was The
One.
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That was what we call ed her aboard Vengeful Dragon. No one knew her true nane, though she had
several given her by other sailors. The Ghost Ship. The Hell Ship. The Phant om Reever. Like that.
"What col ors?" Col grave demanded.

Tor did not answer. W were not that close. Colgrave realized it and did not ask again.

I did not know if the phantomwere real or not. The story had run the western coast al nbst since
t he begi nning of sea trade, changing to fit the tines. It told of a ghost ship crewed by dead nen
dammed to sail forever, pirating, never to set foot on land, never to see Heaven or Hell, till
they had redeened thensel ves for especially hideous crimes. The nature of their sins had never
been defi ned.

We had been hunting her for a long tinme, pirating ourselves while we pursued the search. Soneday
we would find her. Col grave was too stubborn to quit till he had settled his old score. O til

we, like so nmany other crews who had net her, fed the fish while she went on to her next Kkill

The A d Man's grievance involved the fire that had ruined his face, withered his left arm and
left himwith arolling linp, Iike a fat galleon in a heavy ground swell. The phantom like so
many pirates, always fired her prey when finished with them Colgrave, sonehow, had survived such
a burning.

H's entire famly, though, had gone down with the vessel

The Captain, apparently, had been a rich man. Swearing he would find The One, He had purchased the
Vengeful Dagon. Or so the story went, as it had been told to us.

None of us knew how he had gotten rich in the first place. All we really knew about hi mwas that
he had a terrible tenper, that he conmpensated for his disfigurement by dressing richly, that he
was a genius as a pirate, and that he was absolutely insane.

How | ong had we been prow i ng those coasts? It seened an age to ne. But they had not caught us
yet, not the Itaskian Navy, or the witch-nastered corsairs of the Red Isles, or the |ongshipnen of
Trol | edyngj a, nor the warshi ps of the many coastal city-states. No. W caught them |ike spiders
who hunted spiders. And we continued our endl ess hunt.

Al ways we hunted. For the three-masted caravel with the deadman crew.

"Steward!" Col grave call ed.

"Hal f pint for all hands." The O d Man sel dom spoke at | ess than a bell ow.

A d Barley flashed a sloppy salute and went |ooking for the key to the grog | ocker. That was ny
cue. Gog had been scarce lately. | shuffled off to be first in line.

From behind his book Student remarked to Little Mca, "Mist be rough to be a wino on the Vengefu
D. "

I threw hima daggers |ook. He did not glance up. He never did. He was not interested in observing
the results of his razor-tongued comments.

As always, Priest fell in behind me, tin cup in hand. Service aboard Vengeful Dragon and a taste
for alcohol were all we had in common. | suppose, though, that that nmade himcloser to me than to
anybody el se. He was universally, thoroughly hated. He was always trying to save our souls, to get
us to renounce sin and this mad quest for a phantomkiller little nore evil than we.

Priest was strange. He was bl ueassed hell in a boarding party. He went in |ike he neant to cutl ass
his devil right back to Hell

The Kid and ny friend Whal e-boats jockeyed for the third position, till the A d Man turned his one
i ce-blue eye their way. The Kid did a fast fade. He was supposed to be on watch.

Kid had not been with us Iong.

We had picked himup off a penta-conter in the Scarlotti Gulf. W had taken her in full view of
Dunno Scuttair's wharves. Their little navy had been too scared to conme out after us.

Kid was crazy-wild, would do anything to get attention. He and | did not get along. | renm nded him
of the headnaster of the orphanage he had been fl eeing when he had stowed away aboard the

pent acont er.

| had heard that that headnmaster had been murdered, and arson, that had taken a score of I|ives,
had been committed on the orphanage. The Kid woul d not say anything one way or the other

We kept our sins to ourselves.

Few of us got along. Dragon renained taut to her maintruck with anger and hatred.

Ah. Alife on the rolling wave, a cruise on the Vengeful D., buccaneering with sixty-eight

| unati cs commanded by the maddest captain on the western ocean . . . Sonetines it was Hell. Sheer
scream ng Hel .

A d Barley was having trouble finding the key. The old coot never could remenber where he had put
it so he would not miss it next time he needed it.
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"Shake a | eg down there, buzzard bait. O 1'lIl bend you to the bowsprit for the gulls."”

That woul d get hi m nmovi ng.

Barl ey was a coward. Scared of his own shadow. You told himsonething |ike that, and if he thought
you were serious, he would carve you into pieces too small for fish bait. He was the only nman
aboard neaner than Col grave and deadlier than Priest.

Curious what fear could do to a man

Little Mca, leaning on the rail, said, "I can see her tops."

"So who cares?" Whal eboats replied. "W'll see all we want in an hour." He had been through the
stal ki ng dance so often it was all a dreadful bore for himnow.

Whal eboat s had picked up his nicknane |ong ago, in an action where, when we had been becal ned a
half nmle froma prospective victim he had suggested we storm her from whal eboats. It had been a
good i dea, except that it had not worked. They had brought up their ballast stones and dropped
them t hrough the bottonms of our boats. Then the breeze had freshened. W had had to swimback to
Dragon while they sailed off. That vessel was one of few that had gotten away.

M ca persisted. "Wiy's she running al ready? She can't know who we are."

"What difference does it nmake?" Wal eboats growed. "Barley, if you're not up here in ten
seconds..."

"Ask Student," | suggested. "He's got all the answers.
retire fromthe crew

She was runni ng because she had to. Anyone beating round Cape Bl ood who encountered a vesse
runni ng before the wind did so. Nine times out of ten, the second ship was a pirate who had been
lying in anmbush behind the headl and. | had never understood why the Itaskian navy did not keep a
squadron on station there, to protect their shipping. Maybe it was because the weat her was al ways
rotten. That day's fairness was unusual in the extrene.

Nervously, | glanced at the squall line. Had it noved closer? | hated rough weat her. Made me sick
G og only nade it worse.

ad Barley showed up with the bucket he had tapped off the barrel. There had better be sone on the
three-master, | thought. Doing w thout nmade ne mnean

The A d Man stood behind Barley, beaming at us |like a proud father. For that nonment you woul d have
t hought he had conpletely forgotten his prey in his concern for his crew.

Dr agonfeathers. The hunt was all that ever mattered to him

He woul d sacrifice everyone and everything, even hinself, to fulfill his quest. And we all knew
it.

I thought, | could reach out with ny fish knife . . . schlick-schlick, and spill his guts on the
deck. End it all right now.

I would have to remind Tor to get sand up from ballast before we closed with the caravel. To
absorb the blood. He never renenbered. He forgot a lot fromday to day, remenbering only his name
and trade. He cane to every battle with the eagerness of a male virgin

It woul d have been easy to have gotten Col grave. He was so vul nerable. Crippled as he was, he was

But sone he would not tell, like howto

no infighter. But | did not try. None of us ever did, though we all thought about it. | could see
the specul ation on a dozen faces then

So easy. Kill the crazy bastard, run Dragon aground, and forget hunting spook ships.

You'll never do it, never do it, echoed through ny nind.

Any ot her crew on any other ship would have strangl ed the insane sonofabitch ages earlier
I

"l can see her naminsail," said Little Mca. "She's shifting sail again."

"Speed it up, Barley," said the Od Man. He put that cold eye on ne as | tried to sneak ny cup in
again. A half pint was barely enough to warmthe throat.

Better be hogsheads full on that three-nmaster, | thought.

"Looks like she's trying for the squall," Tor called down. "I make her a Freyl ander. She was
showi ng personal colors but got themin before | could read them"

Ah. That neant there was soneone inportant aboard. They thought naybe we would not try as hard if
we did not know.

Freyland | ay west of Cape Blood, a dozen | eagues to seaward where it cane nearest the nainland.
The caravel nust have been naking the run from Portsnmouth to Songer or Ringerike, an overnight

j our ney.

We sel dom prow ed the coasts of the island ki ngdom because the ghost ship sel dom appeared there.
We | eft Freyland to our competitors, the Troll edyngjans.

Col grave's expression - what could be read through the scars - was deflated. Not The One. Again
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Then he reconsidered. The flight and flirting with colors could be a ploy. He had done the sane
hinself, to lull a Red Islander or Itaskian

"Shift your headi ng another point to starboard,” he ordered. "Bosun, cone down and prepare the
decks. "

Lank Tor descended as agilely as an ape. Only the Kid scranbled through the rigging nore quickly.
But Kid sometinmes fell.

A loud thunp on the mai ndeck, waking you in the night, told you he had been show ng off again.

As Tor hit the deck he began grow ing orders through a grin of anticipation

He enjoyed those bloodlettings. They were the only times he felt alive. The boring interim periods
were the devil's price he paid for his noments of bl oody ecstasy. The lulls were not bad for him
though. His nenory was so weak it sel domreached back to our |ast conquest.

One of his nmates began issuing weapons. | took a cutlass, went below for the bow and arrows | kept
by my hammock, then repaired to ny station on the forecastle deck. | was the best archer aboard.
My job was to take out their hel msman and of ficers.

"1"d shoot a lot straighter with alittle more grog in ne," | grunbled to Whal eboats, who had
charge of the forward grappling hooks.

"Couldn't we all. Couldn't we all." He laughed. "Tal k about your straight shooting. | ever tel

you about the thriteen-year-old | had in Sacuescu? Don't know where she | earned, but she cane well
trained. Positive nynpho. Male relatives didn't approve, though." He drew back his left sleeve to
expose a long jagged scar on the roll of nuscle outside the shoul der socket. "Two hundred fifty
yards, and nme running at the tine."

I daydreaned while pretending interest. He had told the story a hundred tinmes. Wthout inproving

it, the way nost of us did. | don't think he remenbered having told it before.
No i nmagi nati on, Whal eboats.
The sea ran in long, yard-tall, polished jade swells. Not a fleck of white. No depth. | could not

see in. It rmust have been cal mfor days. There was none of the drifting seaweed usually torn up by
the Cape's frequent storns.

The next one woul d be bad. They al ways were when they save their energies that way.

The ship's pitch and roll were nagnified on the forecastle deck, which was twenty feet above the

mai n. My stomach began to protest. | should have saved the dannmed grog for later

But then there would have been I ess roomfor spirits fromthe caravel

The wind was rising, shifting. W were nearing the squall. Little rills scanpered over the |arger
swel | s.

W were getting nearer Cape Blood, too. | could hear the muted growling of the surf, could make

out the geysers thrown up when a breaker crashed in between rocks, shattered, and hurled itself
into the sky.

The caravel was less than a mle away. She was showi ng her stern now, but we had her. Just a
matter of patience.

Barl ey and Priest came up, |eading several of the best fighters. It |ooked Iike Col grave planned
to board forecastle to sterncastle. That was all right by ne. It was all over but the killing,
once we seized their helm

Whal eboats spit over the rail. He was so unkenpt he was di sreputable even anbng us. "Maybe
there'll be wonen," he nused. "Been a long tine since we took one with wonen."

"Save one for the Virgin." | chuckled. That was the Kid' s other nanme. It got used nostly when
sonmebody was baiting him

Whal eboat s | aughed too. "But of course. First honors, even."” Then his face darkened. "One of these
days we're going to catch another wi zard."

They had tried it before.

It was our one great fear. Battles we could win when they were nman agai nst nan and bl ade agai nst
bl ade. W were the neanest fighters on the western ocean. We had proven it a hundred tines. But
agai nst sorcery we had no protection save the grace of the gods.

"ltaskia. W've hurt themnost. They' Il send out a bait ship with a first-rate w tch-nman aboard.
Then what good our | uck?"

"W nanaged before."

"But never again. | mght take Student up on it." He did not say what.

The pirates of the Red Isles had tried it. It had been a close thing. W had been |ucky, that
time, that Colgrave was too crazy to run. Barley had gotten the sorcerer an instant before he
could unl eash a dermon that woul d have scattered Dragon over half the Wstern Qcean.

Qur conpetitors in the islands were not fond of us at all. W showed their vessels the sane nercy
we gave any others.

Each nman of us prayed that we would find The One before some eldritch sea-fate found us.
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I could nake out faces on the caravel. Tine to get ready. | opened their waterproof case and
carefully considered ny arrows. They were the best, as was ny bow Wrth a year's hire for nost
men. Tinme was, | had nade their price hiring them and nyself, out for a nonth.

| studied, | touched, | dithered. | finally selected the grey shaft with the two red bands.

Whal eboat s observed the ritual with anmusement, having failed to entice anyone into a wager on
which | woul d choose. | always took the same one in the end. It was ny luckiest shaft. | had never
nmssed with it.

Soneday | woul d exchange arrows with the archer aboard the phantom They said he was sure death
inside three hundred yards. | did not believe he could possible be as deadly as | as long as |I had
t he banded | ady.

It would be interesting, if dangerous, neeting him

The caravel was trying to trimher canvas. One of the cutlass nen guffawed and shouted, "Fart in
them That'll give you all the wi nd you need."

I wondered what it was like to | ook over the taffrail and see certain death bearing down. And know
there was not a thing you could do but wait for it.

(Y4

The caravel ran straight away, under full canvas. But the gap narrowed steadily. | could nake out
details of weapons and arnor. "They've got sol diers aboard!"

"Uhm A lot of them" That was Tor, who had the sharpest eyes on Vengeful D. He had known for sone
time, then.

| turned. The A d Man had cl anbered up to the poop, stood there Iooking |ike sonme dandified
refugee fromHell.

" '"Bout close enough for you to do your stuff," said the boatswain, tapping ny shoul der

"Yeah?" It was a long, long shot. Difficult even with the banded arrow. Pitch, roll, yaw. Two
ships. And the breeze playing what devil's games in between? | took ny bow fromits case.

It was worth a year's pay to nost nen. A magnificent instrument of death. It had been designed
solely for the killing of nen and customcrafted to nmy hands and nuscles. | ran my fingertips
lightly over its length. For a long tinme the weapon had been ny only | ove.

| had had a wonman once, but she had |ost out to the bow

| bent it, strung it, took out the banded arrow.

They were making it difficult over there, holding up shields to protect their hel neman. They had
recogni zed us.

The banded | ady never missed. This tinme was no exception. At the perfect instant she |ightninged
through a nonentary gap between shi el ds

The caravel heel ed over as she went out of control. She slowed as her sails spilled wind. Panic
swept her poop. W raced in.

Col grave bel | oned subtl e course changes at our own hel msnman. Qur sails cane in as we swept up
One by one, | sped nmy next eleven shafts. Only two failed finding their mark. One was the
treacherous blue and white | had threatened to break and burn, it seened, a thousand tines.

The A d Man brought our bows al ongside their stern with a touch so deft the hulls barely kissed
as Barley, Priest, and their party |eapt over. The shanbles | had nade of the other poop left no
contest. W controlled her i mediately.

Sail s cracked and groaned as both vessels took themin. Qur bows crept past the Freylander's

wai st .

Whal eboats threw his grapnel. | hel ped heave on the line.

Screanm ng, our men poured over the maindeck rail to assault the nob awaiting them They were
regul ar soldiers, Freylander troops tenpered in a hundred skirm shes with Trol |l edyngj an rai ders.
Once Whal eboats nmade fast, | resuned plying my bow, using scavenged Freyl ander arrows.

Crude things, they were unfit to caress a weapon |ike mne. No wonder they had not harned any of
us.

| dropped a score into the nelee, probing for officers and sergeants, then took out a bothersone
pair of snipers in the caravel's rigging. They had been plinking at the A d Man, who stood |ike a
gnarled tree defying a storm |aughing as arrows streaked around him

He woul d be sone natch for the dead captain of the phantom

The caravel's poop was clear. Barley and Priest were holding the | adders agai nst counterattacks
frombelow The men with themthrew things at the crowd on the naindeck. | decided to recover ny
arrows before sonme idiot tranpled them went aft.

The uproar was overwhel ni ng.

Shouts. d angi ng weapons. Shrieks of pain. Oficers and sergeants thundering contradi ctory orders.
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The sides of the vessels ground together as the seas rolled on beneath them And the Ad Man stil
| aughed crazily on the poop. He and | were the only ones who remai ned aboard.

He nodded. "As al ways, well done."

I gave himan it was nothing shrug. Wien the sterncastles rolled together, | junped across.

My feet came down in a pool of blood, skidded away. Down | went, mnmy head bounding off the rail
Col grave | aughed agai n.

It was nearly over by the time | cane around. A handful of soldiers were defending a hat chway
forward. Most of our men were pitching corpses overboard. They were eying that hatchway hungrily.
Fenminine wailing came frombehind it. Priest and Barley were getting ready for the final rush

| staggered up, planning to help with a few well placed arrows.

Dam! My head! And the Freyl ander seened to be rolling badly.

It was not ny inagination. The squall was closer. It would arrive in a few hours.

That was time enough for recreation. And to find the grog.

\Y

It had been another of those good battles. | sipped froma quart tankard I had found in the

Freyl ander captain's cabin. No serious injuries for our boys. Lots of cuts and scratches, a bashed
head here and a broken finger there. Nothing permanent. The gods nust, as Col grave cl ai ned, have
favored our nission. They seldom all owed any of us to cone to harm

The men were having a grand tinme down on the nmaindeck. Twel ve wonmen. A genuine princess and her

| adi es-in-waiting. What \Whal eboats called a jackpot ship. The Virgin, | saw, was not anynore. He
abandoned his conquest, scranbled into the Freylander's rigging, began dancing on a yardarm He
was naked fromthe wai st down.

Hi s sureness in the tops, his fearl essness, was his great talent. He showed it off too nuch.

Whal eboats, a priceless keg of Dainmiellian brandy under one arm a wonan's satin bol ster under the
other, joined me on the poop. "Another master stroke." He nodded toward Col grave, who stil

stal ked Dragon's poop, muttering, cursing the luck that kept himfromfinding The One.

Student joined us, glancing at Whal eboats questioningly. \Wal eboats shrugged.

Student had found hinmsel f some new books. "Squall's nmoving in," he observed. The water had becone
a bluish grey showi ng freckles and stripes of white. The seas were running cl oser together

"Going to be a blue-assed bitch of a storm" | prophesied. "The way it's taking its tine."

Little Mca was the next of the clique to arrive. He was hal f-naked, sweat-wet. "The chunky one's
not bad." He grinned. H's perfornmance had been up to brags.

He was carrying several pounds of gold and silver. W had collected a lot in our tine. So nmuch we
used it for ballast. Once we found and destroyed The One, we planned to return | andside as rich as
princes.

"That fool Kid' s gonna break his neck yet."

He was hopping on one foot, on the tip of the yard, while hosing spurts of piss into the gap

bet ween shi ps.

He suddenly yelled wildly, threw up an arm bounced his butt off the yard and pl unged seaward,
linmbs flailing. The seanen roared as he did a perfect belly-buster. The ships nudged toget her
Everyone not ot herw se occupi ed manned the rail

"I told you..."

"Hold it." The O d Man was peering intently with his one eye. | sawit too, then. Com ng out of an
arm of the squall that had reached | andward north of us. Two of them "Longships. Trolledyngjans."
They were no nore than three mles away. Their sails were fat with wind and di stinct as they
spotted us and altered course. One was a black sail bearing a scarlet wolfs head. The other was a
yell owred striped one bearing a bl ack ax.

They were coning after us. Already they were putting their shields on their gunwal es and taking in
their sails so they could unstep their nmasts. They | ooked quick and practiced. O d hands.

d oating, no doubt, about having caught a conpetitor with his pants down.

The A d Man bel | owed, bell owed, bell owed. Not much sense cane through, but the men, drunk though
they were, reacted. A storm of booty flew fromvessel to vessel. Fat Poppo chucked the naked

pri ncess over. She screeched as she bounced on her shapely little derriere. Lank Tor, |aughing,

pl anted a sl obbery, w ne-dark kiss on her tender young |lips, tossed her back. He cl outed Poppo
when the fat nman protested.

"Fire time," said Student. He | ooked at \Whal eboats in a way that nust have had neaning. My friend
hurried down the |adder after him

In nonents cutlasses were chopping at lines. Bow and arrows in one hand, half enpty tankard in the
other, |1 watched the deck force make sail. They kept tripping over plunder
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When the proper conbination of rolls arrived, | casually stepped fromrail to rail wthout |osing
a drop of ny drink.
"Fo'c'sle,"” Colgrave grow ed. | nodded. "Wlfs Head first.”" | was not so far gone that | could not

renenber whi ch had been which before they had gotten their sails in.

The A d Man was going to fight. O course. He always fought. He would fight if the whol e damed
I'taski an Navy were coming down. He believed in his mission and that he was invincible because the
gods were on his side.

The northnen were just a nmile away when we finally got under way. Their oars worked with the swift
precision of a centipede's |egs.

A d hands. They needed no drunmer to keep the cadence. They woul d be tough fighters.

Smoke poured fromthe Freyl ander. Naked wonen reached out to us, pleading.

"She's not burning right," said Mca, who had followed nme to the forecastle.

As we drew away, the wonen abandoned the rail, began scurrying around w th buckets.
"Student and Whal eboats better keep out of the Od Man's way," | replied. Colgrave would not be
pl eased.

He set a course angling seaward, squallward, across the bows of the Trolledyngjans. Any fugitive
woul d have done the sane, hoping to evade their first rush and get into the weather before they
could come round and overhaul. The ax ship sheered to cut us off and to nmaneuver so they could
board us over both rails. Less than a half nile separated us.

A d hands, yes, but they did not know us. They rust have been used to working the coasts of
Freyl and. Seenmed to me there was a good chance they had cone over specially to take the fish we
had caught already. There was a big king at Songer, and a scattered gaggle of snaller ones who,
nom nally, owed himallegiance. The little kings plotted against the big one, and one anot her
constantly. They were not above tipping the Troll edyngjans to an opportunity to plunder their
rivals.

Politics is one specialized field of sin | haven't the wit to conprehend.

A quarter mle. | caressed the banded arrow. Except for Mca, she and | were alone this tinme. Any
fighting woul d take place on the mai ndeck because the | ongshi ps had such a | ow freeboard. And it
woul d involve only the ax ship. | kissed the arrow. After all our tine together, | thought, we

were finally going to part.

Time. The A d Man threw the hel mover hard. Dragon staggered. The sails runbled and cracked as
they spilled w nd.

I sent the banded arrow on her final flight. Ever faithful, as that slut of a wife in Itaskia
could not be, she sped to the northern hel msman's heart. He sagged against his rudder arm Wlfs
head heel ed and bucked.

We took her directly am dships, our bows surging up and over, grinding and crunching her into
driftwood and hal ves. Her nmast, which had been shipped | engthwi se atop her deck thwarts, |evered
up, speared through, and tangled in our sprit rigging. As we ploughed the weckage, we staggered
and shuddered like a fat |ady donning a corset.

Little Mca yipped. A huge, incredibly hairy barbarian with nad bl ue eyes cane up the nast one-
handed, |ugging an i mense battle-ax. He sprang over the rail, how ed. Wile he chased Mca, | dug
up a boat hook, than snmacked hi m behind the ear. He was so huge it took both of us to dunmp him
overboard. The water revived him He splashed, cursed. The last | saw of him he was sw nmmi ng
strongly toward the Freyl ander

Qur turn brought us round on a southerly course once nore. W plowed through the weckage. |
stared down at bearded warriors busy drowning, clinging to debris, calling for help. The other
Trol | edyngj an had turned to pick up survivors but had second thoughts now that we were coning
back.

They surely thought we were berserkers then, mad killers. Losing sone of the precision they had
shown earlier, they stepped their nmast, nade sail, and fled toward the squall.

| groaned, rubbed nmy stomach in anticipation. Colgrave would not turn | oose. No matter that we
wer e shipping water forward and a dozen nen had to go to the punps. No matter that we were drunk
on our asses and exhausted froma battle already fought. He had been chal | enged. He woul d respond
if it meant chasing the Troll edyngjan off the edge of the world.

\

The waves stood taller and taller, the sea becane | eadish grey with ever nore white running the
ridges and faces of the swells. Spray salted nmy lips even there on the forecastle deck. Dragon

bucked and rolled, her tinmbers protesting. Splatters of rain beaded on the decks. The air grew

cooler. The Troll edyngjan entered the squall and gradually faded fromvisibility.
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This was nore her sort of weather. Her high, curved bows, broad beam and shallow draft nade it
possi ble for her to ride up and down even the nost awesone waves - as |long as she net them bow on.
Wth her | ow freeboard she could ship a lot of water fast. | suspected she would put out a sea
anchor once she was safely concealed in the storm

Dragon's altitude, fore and aft, had not been designed with waves in mnd. The castles were neant
to provide an advantage in battle. They made us a tad top-heavy and w nd-vul nerable. |In rough

weat her they existed solely to compound ny nmisery.

There was a lot of wind in that squall. And Col grave had reduced sail only as nuch as absolutely
conpel l ed by the need to keep Dragon from being torn apart. The rigging crackled, screaned,
groaned, as if a hundred denons were partying there. A topsail tore with a sh-whack! Like the fist
of a giant whooshing into a stone wall, began popping and cracking in the gale. Only ribbons

remai ned by the time they got it in.

The Kid was up there, helping cut parts free. Some thoughtful soul had remenbered to fish himout
as we were getting under way. He was a lucky little bastard.

I was rather pleased. Though he had little use for me, | liked him As rmuch as | |iked anyone. He
rem nded ne of nyself when | was a | ot younger

He knew that he had been | ucky. He was not clowning anynore. He was even using a safety harness.

| collected ny weapons and cases. | had to take them bel ow and care for them Misture and salt
could ruin them forever. Colgrave did not protest. Everyone el se, cook included, had to drop
everything to work ship, but | was exenpted. | was the thunderbolt, the swift, deadly Iightning,
that determ ned the course of battles the nonent they were joined. Colgrave did not value ne as a
human bei ng, but he did value my skills and weapons.

The seas were thirty feet tall and grey-black when | dragged nyself back topside. My guts were
floodi ng back and forth between nmy toes and ears. But | had to help with the work. W had reached
a point where we were not only pursuing our mad captain's mission, we were fighting to survive.
Every man had found sone way to rope hinself to his station. Floods raged round the tossing decks,
t hreat eni ng anyone not securely tied. It was a |long, watery wal k hone.

A caravel was not designed to endure that.

| staggered, splashed around, |lost a stonmach full, snagged the rail in tinme to save nyself. Fat
Poppo handed ne a safety line. | joined the nen trying to control the canvas the A d Mn insisted
we show.

Lank Tor, the crazy bastard, was in the crow s nest, watching for the Troll edyngjan. He shoul d
have been down on the mai ndeck showi ng off his sea wi sdom not up there proving he had a pig-iron
gut. My stonmach revolted just at the thought of being up where the nmast's height nagnified notion
hor rendousl y.

We did not regain contact till the weak |ight began fading fromthe grey, thick storm In the
interiml found too nmuch tine to think and renmenber, to be haunted by the wonman in |taskia.

She had not been bad, as wives went, but had been short on understanding. And too willful. The
conclusion of the El Miurid wars had nmade jobs for bowren scarce. You had needed to be related to
sonmeone. | had not been. And had not known anything else but farming. | had had enough of that as
a boy. She had nagged about the nobney. It had been good in the war years and she had devel oped
tastes to suit. So | had done a spot of work for Duke Greyfells. Sone nmen had di ed. She had sensed
their bl ood on nmy hands. That had | ed to nore nagging, of course. There is just no pleasing them
What ever you try, it's wong. It had gotten so bad that | had started spending nore tine at the
Red Hart than in our tenenent room

In al cohol | had found surcease, though nore froma critical self than froma w fe who, despite
maki ng her points in the nost abrasive nmanner possible, had been right. But a man can't shake the
pain he carries around inside him Al he can do is try deadening it. In ny case that just nmde
the wife situation worse

There had come an evening when | arrived hone early - or late, considering | had been gone three
days - and had | earned how she had been able to nmaintain our standard of |iving, how she had been
obtaining the silver | stole to maintain ny alcoholic tranquillity.

It had been a double blow. A gut-wecker and a rabbit punch. Your wife is seeing soneone else
That is a decker, but you can get up and learn to live with it. But when you find out that there
has been a parade, and you're living off the proceeds..

| swear by the Holy Stones, for all our troubles, | never laid a hand on that wonan before, not
even when roaring drunk. Not once, even provoked.

A coupl e of nen died, and the woman, and I went on the run, bitter, never quite sure just what had
conme over ne, why, or what it had all been about. Not long afterward, Col grave had scavenged ne
off a ship he had taken and shanghai ed ne as replacenent for a nman who had been washed overboard
earlier.
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There were sixty-eight stories as shameful, or worse, |urking aboard.

The Vengeful D. Few of us tal ked about them The Od Man's tale, if he had one, was his alone. A
we knew was the story about the fire.

St udent, though, thought he had guessed it. And clai ned he knew how to get off Dragon, to where he
wanted to be. He caused a lot of frowns and nervous questions when he tal ked |ike that.

He never woul d el aborat e.

VI |

The nmen were grunbling seditiously by the time we spied the Trol | edyngj an again. For hours we had
been pushing westward, either into the heart of the ocean or onto the rocky coasts of southern
Freyland. W& had left the waters we knew far behind. Though not one of us had been ashore in a
long tine, we liked it handy just in case. W were not deep-water sailors. Losing all touch seened
a ni ght nare.

Col grave stood on the poop like a statue, staring straight ahead, as if he could see through the
spray and waves and rain. Reports of cracked planking, broken franes, and water gushing in as fast
as the punpers could bail, bothered himnot at all. He persevered. That, if any one word ever did,
encapsul ated himperfectly. He persevered.

Dragon | arked about on the shoul ders of seas as huge as | evi at hans.

"I see her!" Lank Tor cried. How? | wondered. | could barely see him But it was ny cue. Daring
the vengeful sea, | recovered ny weapons, repaired to the forecastle deck

| could see her fromthere. She was a specter fading in and out al nbst dead ahead.

The problem was the size of the seas. She swooped down one side like a gull diving, vanished in a
trough, then staggered up the next wave like an old nman in an uphill race. Her sail had been torn
to tatters. Her crew had been unable to unstep the mast. Now they huddl ed on their oar benches,
trying to keep their bows into the waves. They had no protection from Mther Ocean's worst. They
were brave, hardy nmen. What would they do if she swanped?

I never had much use for Priest. But when he clanbered up to join ne, he | ooked so puzzled and
pathetic that | could not ignore him "Wat's up?"

"Whal eboat s and Student. They're gone."

"Gone? What do you nean, gone?" \Wal eboats. My only friend. He could not abandon ne.

Where the hell could he go? Dragon's rails were the edge of our world.

"Over the side, | guess. Were el se? Nobody has seen themsince they fished the Kid out." He

paused, stared at the sea with the ook that usually presaged a sernon. Awe, | think you could
call it. "The Ad Man wanted to talk to them About why the Freylander didn't burn. One-Hand Nedo
says he saw them dunp nost of the oil into the drink instead of on the deck."

"Whal eboat s?" Student, maybe. He had been spooky, unpredictable. But not the biggest wonanhater on
the Vengeful D. The screans of a tornented fenale had been |ike the voices of harps to Wal eboats.
"Yes."

"Strange. Very strange." The nan who had fished the Kid out of the drink at Dunno Scuttair had

al so gone over the side within a few hours. Was the Kid a jinx? | did not think so. Losing someone
was unusual, but not unprecedented. In fact, the O d Man had kept the Kid nostly because we had

| ost another man a week earlier.

And the rebellion? Their failure to fire a captured vessel ? That was beyond ny conprehension

"Whal eboat s? Real | y?"

There had to have been nore there than met the eye. | could feel it. It was something outside the
normal ken, something al nbst supernatural. The sane sonething that had gotten Priest into such a
st at e.

I could sense sone terribly inmportant revel ation hovering on the marches of realization, teasing,
taunting, a butterfly of truth on gossaner wi ngs. Gods were trying to touch nme, to teach ne. |

pi ctured Student's dusky face, peeping over the inevitable book. His eyes were nerry with the
nockery he had al ways shown when he hinted around his secret.

Maybe he had known the way honme. But miles at sea, amdst a storm seemed a strange place and tine
to start the journey. There was nothing off Dragon but drowning and the teeth of fishes.

O had they swumto the Freyl ander? They coul d have expected no nmercy from possible rescuers.
Nobody di ed on the Vengeful D. Not in ny nenory, anyway, though that gets cloudier as it goes back
toward my coning aboard. The battles might be fierce, gruesone, and bl oody. The decks ni ght becone
scarl et and slippery. Toke, who doubled as our surgeon (a profession he once had pursued), might
stay busy for days sewi ng wounds, cauterizing, and setting bones, but none of us passed into the
hands of Priest for burial with the fishes. Al his prayers he had to save for the souls of our
eneni es.
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We, like Dragon herself, wore a thousand exotic scars, but, as Col-grave said, the gods thensel ves
guarded us. Only restless, treacherous Mther Ocean could steal a soul from Vengeful D

It was no wonder the O d Man could hurl ship and crew agai nst odds that woul d have assured nutiny
on the nost disciplined Itaskian man-o'-war. W believed ourselves immortal. Excepting A d Barl ey,
we dreaded only the conpletion of our quest and the wi zard trap that soneone, soneday, surely
woul d spri ng.

What woul d becone of our band of cutthroats if we found The One, or if the gods withdrew their
favor ?

We closed with the Troll edyngj an. Descendi ng darkness, nore than the storm obscured her now.
Still, when we were both at wave crest, | could see the pale faces of their chieftains. They
showed fear, but also that dogged determination to die fighting that aninmates all northnen. W
could expect themto turn on us soon

A creak-clunmp sound drew nmy attention. The O d Man had come forward. How he had nanaged, | could
not guess. He leaned on the rail while we ran up and down several watery nmountains. The ship's
motion did not disconfit himat all

My guts were so knotted that it had becone inpossible for ne to keep heaving them up

"Can you do it?" he finally asked. "The hel nsnan?"

| shrugged. "In this? | don't know | can try." Anything to end the chase and get Dragon out of
that grey sea hell. He would not break off till we had made our Kkill

"Wait for ny signal.” In a journey that was al nost an epic, he returned to the poop. As darkness
t hi ckened, he brought Dragon nore and nore abreast of the Troll edyngjan

She crested. He signaled. | sped ny second-best shaft.

She was not the banded | ady. She wobbled in the gale, failed the clean kill

The hel msman had to drown with the others.

Qut of control, the Trolledyngjan turned sideways as she slid into a trough, broached.

She survived one wave, but the next swanped her.

One arrow. One deadly shaft well sped, and our part was over. The terrible, terrible sea would do
the rest.

Now we coul d concentrate on surviving. And | could look forward to respite fromthat constant soar
and pl unge.

VI

Smmoot h sailing was a long time coning. W had to wait for a lull before putting about, |lest we
share the northnen's fate. Then we drove back into it, the wind an eneny as vicious as the waves.
W made headway only slowly. Three torturous days groaned past before we staggered through a rainy
curtain and saw | and and qui eter seas once nore.

The A d Man's dead reckoni ng was uncanny. He brought us back just two | eagues south of Cape Bl ood
But the caravel, that we had hal fway hoped to find still adrift, had vani shed. W would get no
chance to finish plundering her

Col grave grow ed, "Tor, up top. Quick now" He surveyed the sea suspiciously.

Sonmeone had cone al ong. There was no other explanation. The caravel was not on the rocks. And
those woren, courtiers all, could never have worked ship well enough to have sail ed her away.

It aski ans summoned by the coast watchers? Probably.

They coul d be hangi ng around.

The work began. Dragon had taken a vicious pounding. She was | eaking at a hundred seans. W had
cracked planks forward fromthe ranmm ng of the Troll edyngjan. Their condition had been worsened by
days of slanming into heavy seas. The rigging |ooked |ike something woven in a nad war between
arm es of drunken spiders. Dangling cables, torn sheets, broken spars were everywhere al oft. W
needed to pull the mzzennmast and step a spare, and to replace the mssing foretopnast. W had
enough repl acenents on board, but would have to plunder new spares off our next victim

And stores. We had not gotten nuch off the Freyl ander

What had becone of the keg Whal eboats had plundered, | wondered. | doubted that he had taken it
over the side with him

That was a good sign. | do not worry about al cohol when |I'm seasick

We had the mizzen half pulled, the foretop cleared, sails scattered everywhere for Mca's
attention, and half the lines and cabl es down.

It was the perfect tine.

And t he eneny cane.

As al ways, Lank Tor saw her first. She came out of the foul weather hugging the cape. Mtter of
factly, he announced, "Galleon, ho. Two hundred fifty tonner, Itaskian naval ensign."
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Equally calmy, Colgrave replied, "Prepare for action, bosun. Keep the repair materials on deck."
He clinbed to the poop. "And watch for nore."

It was nmy turn. "Signals ashore. Mrrors, looks like." There were flashes all along the coast.
"Coast watchers. They'll be calling everything out of Portsnouth." Col grave resuned his |aborious
clinb.

We wasted no time trying to run. In our state it was hopel ess. W had to fight, and count on our
fabul ous | uck.

"Coul d be three, four hundred nmen on one of those," Barley nuttered as he stal ked past with the
grog bucket. He was so dammed scared | expected himto w pe them out single-handedly.

"Sail!" soneone cried.

Alittle slooplike vessel, long, low, |lateen-rigged, had put out froma nasked cove. No threat.
"Messenger boat," said Fat Poppo, who had been in the Itaskian Navy at one time. "She'll log the
action and carry the report to the Admralty."

We did not |ike one another nuch, we followers of the mad captain's dream but we were a team W
made ready with tinme to spare.

The Itaskian cane on as if she intended ranm ng.

She did! She was nmeking a suicide run with the messenger standing by, if needed, to collect
survivors.

The O d Man bent on a main-topsail and a stormspritsail, just enough to give us steerage way. At
preci sely the appropriate instant, he dodged.

The galleon rolled past so closely we could have junped to her decks. She was cranmed with
marines. The snipers in her rigging showered ne with crossbow bolts.

| |l eaned back and roared with |aughter. Their best effort had but creased ny right seaboot.

Each of ny shafts took out a Crown officer. Qur nen drew blood with a stormof javelins.

To ram had been their whole plan. Going away in failure, they seened at a | oss.

W gwag signals cane fromthe sloop. They were in a ci pher Poppo could not read.

"They' ||l be back," Priest predicted. It was no great feat of divination

Al ready they were taking in sail, preparing to conme about. This tine they would not roar past |ike
a mad bul|.

"Find ne sone arrows!" | demanded. "Tor..."

"On the way," the boatswain prom sed, gaze fixed on the Itaskian

| touched the hilt of ny cutlass. It had been a long tine since | had had to use one. | expected

to this time, though. W had to take that galleon so I could recover nmy arrows. And get at their
grog. ltaskians always carried a stock.

Qur luck had held that far. There was but one casualty during the first pass. The Kid. He had
fallen out of the rigging again. He was just dazed and wi nded. He would be all right.

The crazy little bastard shoul d have broken every bone in his body.

The nmonent the Itaskian was clear, Tor put everyone to work.

Col grave was crazier than | thought. He meant to try dodging till we conpleted repairs.
They let us get anay with it one nore tine. They had little choice, really. W had the wind. | put
down as nmany officer-killing shafts as | could. But they were prepared for nme. Their decision

makers remai ned hidden while they were in range

The repair parties succeeded in one thing: freeing nost of the men fromthe punps. W needed them
Third time past, the Itaskian sent over a storm of grappling hooks. Despite flailing axes and busy
swords and ny carefully targeted arrows, they pulled us in, made us fast.

It began in earnest.

How |l ong had it been since we had had to fight on our own decks? | could not remenber the |ast

time. But Itaskian nmarines overran the rail, swarned aboard, coming and coning over the piles of
their own dead. My god, | thought, how nany of themare there? The gall eon had them packed in |ike
cattle.

| expected themto drive for our castles, to take out Col grave and mnysel f, but they di sappointed
me. The point of their assault was the nainnast.

I soon saw why. A squad of sailors with axes went to work on it

The A d Man thundered at Barley and Priest. They went after the axnen. But the |taskian narines
kept ranparts of flesh in their path.

It was up to ne. Ignoring the endl ess sniper fire, | sped arrow after arrow. That eventually did
the trick, but not before they had injured the mai nmast grievously.

A grappling hook whi ned past nmy nose. \Wat now?

The Itaskian sailors still aboard the galleon were throwing line after line to tangle in our
rigging.

It was insane. Suicidally insane. No ship, knowing us, tried to nake it inpossible for us to get
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away. No. Even the proudest, the strongest, made sure they could escape.

At | east two hundred dead nmen littered Dragon's decks. Blood poured from our scuppers. And stil
the Royal Marines clanbered over the hills of their fallen

What drove them so?

The assault's direction shifted fromthe mainnast to the forecastle. Despite vigorous resistance,

the |taskians broke through to the | adders. | downed as many snipers as | could before, putting ny
bow carefully out of harmis way, | drew ny cutlass and began sl ashing at hel neted heads.
It had been a long time, but nmy hand and armstill knew the rhythnms. Parry, thrust, parry, cut. No

fancy fencing. R poste was for the rapier, a gentleman's weapon. There were no gentlenmen on the
Vengeful D. Just damed efficient killers.

The Itaskian captain sent the remmants of his sailors in after the narines. And, a grueling hour
| ater, he canme over hinself, with everyone |eft aboard.

I X

As al ways, we won. As always, we left no survivors, though in the end we had to hunt a few through
the bowels of their ship. An enraged Barl ey had charge of that detail.

The long mracle had persisted. Once those of us who were able had thrown the Itaskians to the
fishes, it became apparent that not one nman had perished. But several w shed that they had.

| paused by Fat Poppo, who was begging for someone to kill him There was not an inch of himthat
was not bl oody, that had not been slashed by Itaskian blades. Hs guts were lying in his lap
Instead of finishing him | fetched hima cup of brandy. | had found Whal eboats' keg. Then
acconpani ed by Little Mca, who did not |ook much better than Poppo, | crossed to the galleon

I wanted to find a clue to the cause of their nadness. And a chance to be first at their grog.
Priest had had the sanme idea. He was wecking the galley as we passed through

Screams canme fromup forward. Barley had found a survivor

W found the brig.

"Damed," said Mca. "Ain't he a tough one?"

Behi nd bars was the Troll edyngjan we had thrown overboard. Mist be inportant, | thought, or he
woul d be sleeping with the fishes. Probably sone chieftain who had made hinsel f especially

obnoxi ous.

My banded arrow lay in his |lap

| gaped. She had found ways to conme home before, but never by such an exotic route.

M ca was i mpressed too. He knew what that arrow neant to ne. "A sign. We'd better take himto the
ad mvan."

The Trol |l edyngj an had been eying us warily. He junped up |laughing. "Yes. Let's go see the nad

captain."
Col grave listened to what | had to say, considered. "G ve himWhal eboats' berth." He turned away,
eye burning a hole in the southern seascape. The messenger vessel still lay there, watching.

| returned to the Itaskian for the banded arrow s sisters.

Odinarily I did not do much but speed the deadly shafts. | was a privil eged specialist, did not
have to do anything unless the urge hit nme. But now everyone had to cover for those too sliced up
to rise, yet too god-protected to die. Not being nuch use in the rigging, | nmanned a swab.

They had caught us good, had tangled us thoroughly. It would take all night to get free, and

anot her day to replace the masts. The main, now, would have to go too.

"They'll be here before we're ready," said M ca, passing on sone errand.

He was right. All logic said we had sailed into a trap, and even now the | adies of Portsnouth were
wat chi ng the nmen-o' -war glide ponderously down the Silverbind Estuary.

The A d man knew. That was why he kept glaring southward. He was thinking, no doubt, that now he
woul d never catch The One.

Me? ALl | wanted was to get away alive.

| hoped Col grave still had a trick or two up his el egant sl|eeve.
Poppo waved weakly. | abandoned nmy swab to fetch hi manot her brandy.
"Thanks," he gasped. Ginning, "I know now. "

"What's that?"

"The secret. Student's secret."”

" So?"

"But | can't tell you. That's part of it. You' ve got to figure it out yourself."
"Not Whal eboats."

"Smarter than he | ooked, maybe. Back to your nopping. And think about it.
I thought. But | could not get anything to click. It was a good secret. | could not even define
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its limts, let alone make out details.

It had caused Whal eboats and Student to do something conpletely out of character: fake the fire
aboard t he Freyl ander.

Darkness closed in. It was the nost unpromising night | had ever seen. Signal fires blazed al ong
the coast. The nessenger noved cl oser, to keep better track of us.

Those of us who were able kept on working. By first light we had stripped the Itaskian of
everything useful and had freed Dragon. The O d Man spread the forenain and, creeping, we nmade for
the storm

"There they are."

This time | paid attention to Mca. This tinme it was inportant.

Lank Tor and the A d Man, of course, had known for sone tine.

There were sails on the horizon. Topsails. Those of seven warships, each the equal of the one we
had taken. No doubt there were smaller, faster vessels convoying them

The nmessenger stayed with us, marking our slow retreat.

The gods were not entirely with us anynore. The squall line retreated as we approached, renaining
tantalizingly out of reach. Soon it broke free of Cape Blood and began drifting seaward.
"We could try for Freyland ..." | started to say, but Mca silenced ne with a gesture.

There was a second squadron north of the Cape. Three fat gall eons eager to nake our acquai ntance
"W're had. Wat's that?"

Sonet hi ng bobbed on the waves ahead. Low, dark. Qulls squawked and fl apped away as we drew nearer.
It was a harbinger of what Itaskia's navy planned for us.

Trol |l edyngjan's fromwol fs head had managed to assenble a raft and start paddling for |and. They
had not nade it. Itaskian arrows protruded from each corpse. The gulls had been at their faces and
eyes.

"Always the eyes first," said Mca. He glanced at the wheeling birds, shivered.

"That," | said, "is the only ghost ship we're ever going to see."
The repairs went on and on. The O d Man stood the poop as stiffly as if this were just another
pl undering-to-be. Not till after they had drawn the noose tight did he act. And then he nerely

went bel ow to change into fresher, dandier clothing.

Ten to one, and all of them bigger. How nuch can the gods hel p? But they took no chances. They
surrounded us carefully, then slowy tightened their circle.

When it was alnost time, | paused to speak to ny banded arrow. This tinme, | told her, we were
going to have to do a deed that would re-echo for decades. It would be our only inmmrtality.
But they gave ne no opportunity to enploy her.

Two fat galleons noved in on our sides. We killed and killed and killed, till the sea itself
turned scarlet and frothed with the surging to and fro of maddened sharks. They cut us up one by
one till, like Fat Poppo, we could do nothing but squat in our own gore and watch the destruction

of our shipnates.

The first pair of vessels eventually pulled away so another pair could put their nmarines aboard.
And so on. And so on. Such determ nation. That Freyl ander nust have been far nore inportant than
we had t hought.

There canme a tinme when | was alone on the forecastle, Col grave was al one on the poop, and the Kid
was alone in the rigging. Then even we had been cut down.

The Itaskians cleared their countless dead while, unable to interfere, we lay in our own bl ood.
Wuld they fire us, as we had done to so many victins? No. Gangs of sailors cane over and took up
the repair work we had started.

| supposed they were planning to take us into Portsnouth. Qur trials and executions woul d nake a
huge spectacl e.

It woul d be the event of the decade.

X

The Itaskians worked a day and a night. Dawn proved ny pai n-fogged specul ati ons unf ounded.

The nmessenger ship then drew al ongsi de. Just one man canme aboard. He wore the regalia of a master
sorcerer of the Brotherhood.

This was the nman we had feared so | ong, the one agai nst whom we had no defense. His was the m nd
no doubt, which had engi neered our destruction. He had been subtle. Not till now had we suspected
the presence of a nmgical hand. Knowi ng he was there, Col grave might have gone anot her way.

He surveyed Dragon with a pl eased | ook, then went aft to begin a closer inspection. He started
with the A d Man.

One by one, working his way forward, he paused over each man. Finally, he clinbed the forecastle
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| adder and bent over ne.

"So. Archer," he murnmured. | clutched the banded arrow beneath nmy broken | eg and wi shed | had the
strength to drive her into his chest. | had not felt so much rage, so nmuch hatred, since the night
that | had killed my wife. "Your long journey is alnost done. You're alnost there. In just a few
hours you'll have your heart's desire. You'll neet your ghost ship after all."

He nmust have said the same thing to the others. Dragon fairly quivered with anger and hatred. M ne
was so strong | half sat up before |I collapsed frompain and the weight of the spells he had spun
about us.

"Farewel |, then,'" he chuckled. "Farewell all!" A mnute |ater he was aboard his sloop. Her crew
cast off. By then the galleons had fled beyond the southern horizon

I could still hear his voice, singing, as the sloop pulled away. At first | thought it

i magi nati on. But it was not. He was chanting up sone new sorcery. The old began to rel ax.

My anger broke that enchantment's limits. | rolled. |I found ny bow Ignoring nerves shrieking with

the pain in ny leg, | surged upward.

Three hundred yards. He had his back to ne, his arns raised in an appeal to the sky. "This's the
flight for which you were nade." | kissed the banded | ady goodby.

| fell as she left the bow, cursing because | would be unable to follow her final flight.

She was faithful to the |ast.

The skul | - poundi ng chant becanme an endl ess tortured scream

Al'l the thunders of the universe descended at once.

| had et fly seconds too |ate.

The first thing I noticed was the gentle whisper of the ship noving slowy through quiet seas.

Then the danp fog. | rolled onto ny back. The mi st was so dense | could barely make out the
al batross perched on the foretruck. | sat up
There was no pain. Not even the ache of muscles tormented by the exertions of conbat. | rubbed ny

leg. It was whole. But | had not imagi ned the break. There was a |unmp, no | onger tender, at the
fracture site. My cuts, scrapes, and bruises had all healed, their only nenorial a few new scars.
It takes nmonths for bones to knit, | thought.

| stood, tottered to the rail overl ooking the mai ndeck. The bone hel d.

My shiprmates, as puzzled as |, were patting thenselves, |ooking around, and nurmuring questions.
Fat Poppo kept lifting his shirt, fingering the line across his belly, then flipping his shirt
down and gl ancing around in enbarrassed disbelief. Lank Tor stared upward, mouthing a silent
"How?" over and over.

The sails were aloft and pregnant with w nd.

I turned slowy, surveying the mracle. Maybe we were bel oved of the gods, | thought.

The fog seened | ess dense a-head. Light filtered through

The A d Man sensed it too. He began clunping round the poop in suspicious curiosity, |eaning on
the rails, the sternsheets, trying to garner sonme hint of what had happened.

He paused, stared past ne.

In a voice that was but a ghost of his usual thunder, he called Toke and Lank Tor, conferred. In a
m nute, quietly, they were about their work. He called to me to keep a sharp | ookout.

The boatswain and First Oficer took in sail

Xl

And now we drift, barely making steerage way. Every man remains self-involved in the nmystery of
our survival

The fog is thinning. I can see the water now, |ike polished jade, an algae-rich soup in which the
only ripples are those nade by Dragon's cutwater

Yet there is a breeze up top. Curious.

A dozen birds are perched in the tops, silently watching us, noving only when the Kid or another
topman pushes by. Spooky.

The AOd Man is as much at a |l oss as anyone. He is ready for anything, expects nothing good. He
sends one of Tor's mates round to nake sure we are all fully arned.

The fog gradually breaks into patchlets. But the | ow sky remains solidly overcast. It is no nore
than two hundred feet up. It is so thick, the light is so diffuse, that there is no telling
exactly where the sun stands. Sonetimes the cloud di ps down, and the mai ntop pl oughs through
swirling it like a spoon does creamin a cup of tea.

| check ny arrows, nourn ny banded | ady. She was a truer love than any | have ever known, was
faithful to the end. Not like this blue and white. She is as fickle as that bitch | killed in

It aski a.
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Heart's desire. The dead sorcerer pronmised it. Then what am | doing here, sailing to a rendezvous
with the ghost ship? A queasiness not of wind or wave stanpedes through ny stomach. | will face a
grimopponent, if the wizard did not lie. And without ny deadly |ady. The bowran there, they say,
is at |least as good as |I.

This is nmy desire? Then | have fool ed nyself nore thoroughly than anyone el se.

I wish | could talk to Colgrave, to nake sure there aren't any last-mnute changes in plan

Li ke a chess openi ng thoroughly planned beforehand, our initial noves will go by rote. W have

di scussed them a hundred tinmes. W have taken a score of vessels in dress rehearsal

| amthe Ad Man's key piece, his queen. He relies on ne heavily. Perhaps too heavily.

I am supposed to take out that | egendary bowran first. Before he can get ne. Then | take the dead
captai n, the hel nenan, anyone taking their places, and, as we go hand to hand, their deadli est

fighters.

Dragon's prow slices through a final cloud.

| see her! A caravel energing froma fog bank directly ahead, bearing down on us. | wave to
Col gr ave.

It's Her. The One. The Phantom | can snell it, taste it. Its taste is fear. The sorcerer did not

lie. Even fromhere | can see the bowran on her forecastle deck, glaring our way.

The butterflies grow | arger.

Col grave shifts our heading a bit to starboard. The reever inmedi ately does the sane. W have
barely got steerage way, but it seens we are rushing toward one another at the breakneck speed of
tilting knights. I glance at Col grave. He shrugs. How and when | act is up to ne.

| take ny second-best arrow and lay it across ny bow. "Now, if you ever aspired to greatness, is
the tine to fly true,"” | whisper. My hands are cold, noist, shaky.

We proceed in near silence, each man awed by what we are about to attenpt. The ghost nmakes not a
sound as she bears down, evidently intending a firing pass sinmilar to our own. Even the birds,

usual Iy so raucous, are still. Colgrave stands tall and stiff, refusing to make hinself a
difficult target. He has conplete confidence in ny skill and the protection of the gods.
He is positively aglow. This is the end to which he has dedicated his life.

Monmentarily, | wonder what we will really do if by sonme chance we are the victors in this

encounter. WIIl we beach the Vengeful D. and haul our treasures ashore as we have always sai d? But
where? We nust be known and wanted in every kingdomand city-state fronting the western ocean

Four hundred yards. The phantom seens a little hazy, a little undefined. For a nonent | suspect ny
eyes. But, no. It's true. There is an aura of the enchanted about her

There woul d be, wouldn't there?

Three fifty. Three hundred yards. | could let fly now, but it does not feel right.

There is sonmething strange about the reever, sonmething | cannot put my finger on

Two fifty. The crew are getting nervous. All eyes are on ne now. Two hundred. | cannot wait any

| onger. He won't.

I | oose.

As does he, at virtually the sanme instant.

H s shaft nmpans past ny ear, knicking it, drawing a drop of blood. | stoop for another, cursing. |
nm ssed too

The butterflies have grown as big as falcons. | send a second arrow, and so does he. And we both

nmss, by a wi der margin.

Does he have the shakes too? He is supposed to be above that, is supposed to be far better than he
has shown. The Phantom has never net a foe she needed fear

But she has never net us. Perhaps fear is why we have never been able to track her down. Perhaps
she has heard how terrible her stal kers can be.

One fifty. | nmiss twice nore. Now it has becone a matter of pride. He can nmiss forever, so far as
"' mconcerned, but |'ve got a reputation to uphold and a nervous crew to reassure.

Anot her m ss. And anot her. Damed! What is wong with nme?

Student's nocking grin cones haunting. | frown. Wiy now?

One hundred yards. Toe to toe. And I'mdown to just one arrow. Mght as well kiss it all good-hby.
We have lost. This feckless blue and white will nmiss by a mle.

But a dead cal m cones over ne. Disregarding ny opponent, who, | suppose, has been toying with ne,

| ready the shot with tournanment care.

It goes.

A thunderbolt strikes ne in the chest. The bow slides frommy fingers. The crew noan. | clutch the
arrow. . .

A blue and white arrow.

| can hear Student |aughing now. And, with blood dribbling fromthe corners of ny mouth, | grin
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back. So that's his secret.

It's a good one. A cosmic joke. The sort that sets the gods laughing till their bellies ache and
then, ever after, when they renenber, is good for a snicker
My opponent falls as | fall. | wind up seated with ny back against the rail, watching as the

grapnels fly, as the ships cone together, as the faces of the nen portray a Hell's gallery of
reacti ons.

| suppose we'll drift at the heart of this circular mle forever, tied to ourselves, to our sins.
It's too late for redenption now.
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