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d en Cook wote "The Quiet Sea" (December 1978) and "Ghost Stal k" (May 1978); he is the author of
two fantasy trilogies, DREAD EMPI RE, from Berkl ey, and THE STAR S END TRI LOGY, forthcom ng from
Avon. Here is another fine story about the crew of the Vengeful Dragon

Call For The Dead

BY
GLEN COXK

The figure wore scarlet.

It had a small, hairless skull. Its face was as delicate as that of a beautiful woman. A rouge
colored its lips. Kohl shadowed its eyes. Zodiacal pendants hung fromits earl obes. Yet no
observer could have sworn to its sex

Its eyes were dosed. Its nmouth was open

It sang.

Its song was terror. It was evil. Its voice stunk with its own fear

Its lips did not nove while the words cane forth.

A dark basaltic throne served as its chair. A pentagram narked the floor surrounding it. That
Stygi an surface seened to slope away into infinity. The arns of the pentagram and the cabalistic

signs filling them had been sketched in brilliant reds and bl ues,

yell ows and greens. The colors rippled and changed to the tenpo of the song. They surrendered to
nomentary flashes of silver, lilac, and gold.

Perspiration dribbled down the satin-smooth effem nate face. Veins stood out darkly at its

tenpl es. Neck and shoul der mnuscl es becane knots and cords. Small, slim delicate hands cl awed at

the arns of the throne. The fingernails were long, curved, sharp, and painted the color of the
fresh bl ood.

Torches surmounting the throne's tall back flickered, grow ng weaker and weaker

The song faltered...

The figure surged, drew upon sone final bastion of inner resource. A screamripped fromits

t hroat .

The darkness gradual |y wi thdrew.

The figure slowy stood, arns rising, its song/screamtransnuted into a cry of triunph.

Its eyes opened. They were an incredible cerulean blue, alnmost shining. And they were incal cul ably
mal evol ent .

Then the darkness struck. A finger canme from behind, swiftly, coiling round its victimlike a
pyt hon of night. Tendrils of the tentacle thrust into the sorcerer's nostrils and open nout h.

The caravel revolved slowy in an inperceptible current. The sea was cool and quiet, a plain of
polished jade. Neither fin nor wind rippled its lifeless surface. It |ooked as unyielding as a
serpentine floor.

| stared as | had for ages. It was there, but | no longer sawit.

Fog doned the place where Vengeful Dragon |lay becalned. It nmade granite walls where it met the
qui et sea, but overhead it thinned. Daylight |eaked through

How nmany tines had the sun cone and gone since the gods had abandoned us to the spite of that
I'taskian sorcerer? | had not counted.

Sonetinmes, when | tried hard enough, | drifted away fromny body. Not far. The spells that bound
us were of the highest order

It pleased ne that | had slain the spellcaster. If ever | escaped this pocket hell and encountered
himin the afterworld, I would attack him again.

I could get free just enough to survey the scabby remants of ny drifting coffin.

Eneral d noss clung to her sides. It crept a foot up fromher waterline. Colorful fungi gnawed at
her rotting tinmbers. Her rigging dangled like strands of a broken spider's web. Her sails were
tatters. Their canvas was old and brittle and would crunmble at the first caress of w nd.

The decks were littered with fallen nen

Arrows protruded from backs and chests. Linbs lay tw sted at odd, painful angles. Bowels |ay
spill ed upon the sliny planks. Gapi ng wounds marked every body, including mne

Yet there was no blood. Nor any corruption

Not of the biological kind. Mrally, Dragon had been the cesspool of the world.
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Si xty-seven pairs of eyes stared at the grey walls of our tiny, changel ess universe.

Twel ve bl ack birds perched in the savaged tops. They were as dark as the bottomof a freshly
filled grave. There was no sheen to their feathers. Only the novenment of their pupilless eyes
betrayed their claimto life.

They knew neither inpatience, nor hunger, nor boredom They were sentinels standing guard over the
resting place of old evil.

They wat ched the ship of the dead. They woul d do so forever.

They had arrived the monent our fate had overtaken us.

Suddenly, as one, twelve heads jerked. Yellow eyes peered into the thinner fog overhead. One short
screech filled the heavy air. Dark pinions drumred a frightened bass tattoo. The birds fled
clumsily into the granite fog.

| had never seen themfly. Never

A shadow, as of vast w ngs, occluded the sky wi thout actually bl ocking the Iight.

| suffered ny first spate of enption in ages. It was pure terror.

The caravel no longer revolved. Its battered prow pointed an erring north-northeast. A tiny swale
of jade bowed around her cutwater. A shallow depressi on bordered her stern

Vengeful D. was noving.

Dark avi ans wheel ed round her splintered masts, retreated in consternation

Qur captain lay on the caravel's high poop, beneath the helm clad in rags. Once they had been
noble finery. He still clutched a broken sword. He was Col grave, the mad pirate.

Not all Col grave's wounds had cone in our last battle. One |leg had been crippled for years. Half
his face had been so badly burned that a knoll of bone |ay exposed on his left cheek

Col grave had been the worst of us. He had been the crudest, the nost w cked of nen.

Qur fell commander had col | apsed atop several nmen. His eyes still stared in fiery hatred, burning
like the lamps of Hell. For Col grave, Death was a tenporary |lover. A wonan he woul d betray when
his time cane.

Col grave was convinced of his immortality, of his mssion

Stretched on the high forecastle deck, in rags as dark as the | oss of hope, |lay another nman. A

bl ue and white arrow protruded fromhis chest. H's head and shoul ders | ay propped agai nst the
vessel's side. Hs hating eyes stared through a break in the railing opposite him H's face was
shadowed by ghosts of madness

He was ne.

I hardly recognized hi manynore. He seenmed nore alien than any of ny shipmates.

I renmenbered himas a grinning young soldier, a cheerful boy, a hero of the EIl Mirid Wars. He had
been the kind you wanted your daughters to neet. That nan on the forecastle deck, beyond his
obvious injuries, had wounds to the bones of his soul. Their scars could be seen by anyone. He

| ooked |i ke he had endured centuries of hurt.

He had dealt nore than he had received in his thirty-four years.

He was hard, bitter, petty, vicious. | could see it, knowit, and adnmt it when | ooking at him
frommy drifting place amdst the rigging. | could not fromi nside.

He was not unique. H s shipmates were all hating, soulcrippled nen. They hated one another nore
than anything el se. Except thensel ves.

A seven-| egged spider linped down ny right shoul der, across ny throat, and out along ny left arm
The arachnid was the last living creature aboard Dragon. She was weakening in her relentless quest
for one nmore victim

The spider's odyssey took her out onto the pale white of a hand still gripping a powerful bow M
bowstring had parted |ong ago, victimof rot and irresistible tension
| felt her...! My skin tw tched beneath her feet.

The spider scuttled into a crack between planks and observed with cold, hungry eyes.

My eyes itched. | blinked. Col grave shuddered. One spindly armrose deliberately. Colorless
fingers brushed the helm Then his hand fell, stirred feebly in the slime covering the deck

I tried noving. | could not. What a will Col grave had!

It had driven us for years, conpelling us when no other force in Heaven or Hell could nove us.

A shadow wi th saffron eyes wheel ed above us. It uttered short, sharp cries of dismay.

Tendrils of the darkness that could not be seen were weaving new evils on the | oom of w ckedness
of our accursed ship. And the watchers could do nothing. The sorcerer who had summoned them who
had commanded them and who had charged them wi th watchi ng and bearing tidings, was no nore.

I had silenced his magical songs forever with a | ast desperate shaft from my bow.
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The birds could fly to no one with their fearful news. Nor could anyone liberate themfromtheir
bondage.

One by one ny shipmates stirred the slightest, then returned to their long rests.

Sonetines in darkness, sonmetinmes in light, the caravel glided northward. The shadowweaver ran its
shuttle to and fro. No foul weather came to gnaw on our ragged floating Hell. The fog surroundi ng
us neither advanced nor receded, nor did the water we sail ed ever change. It always resenbl ed
pol i shed j ade.

My shipmates did not nove again.

Then dar kness descended upon nme, the oblivion for which I had | onged since ny realization that
Vengeful Dragon was not just another pirate, but a seagoing purgatory nmanned by the bl ackest souls
of the western world....

And while | slept in the enbrace of the Dark Lady, the weaver weaved. The ship changed. So did her
crew. And the watchbirds followed in di snay.

IV

A dense f og gently bunped Itaskia's South Coast. It did not cross the shoreline. The Iight
of a three-quarters nmoon gleaned off its | owying upper surface. It |ooked Iike an arny of

wool bal I's cone to besiege the |and.

A ship's nmain truck and a single spar cut the fog's surface like a shark's fin, noving north.

The nmoon set. The sun rose. The fog dissipated gradually, revealing a pretty caravel. She had a
new but plain look, like a mser's beautiful wfe cloaked in homespun

The fog dwindled to a single irreducible cloud. That refused to disperse. It drifted round the
ship's decks. Black birds dipped in and out.

| began to itch all over. My skin twitched. Awareness returned. Straining, | opened ny eyes.

The sun blazed in. | decided to roll over instead.

It was the hardest thing | had ever done. A physical prodigy.

Battered ol d Col grave staggered to his feet. He | eaned on the hel mand scanned the gentle sea. He
wore a bewi | dered frown.

Here, there, ny shipnmates stirred. Who would the survivors be? Barley, the deadly coward? Priest,
t he obnoxi ous religious hypocrite? The Kid, whose young soul had been bl ackened by nore nurders
than nost of us older nen? My alnost-friend, Little Mca, whose sins | had never discovered? Lank
Tor? Toke? Fat Poppo? The Trol |l edyngj an? There were not nany | would miss if they did not nmake it.
| clinbed my bow like a pole. |I could feel the expression graven on ny face. It was wonder. It
tingled through me right down to ny toenails.

We had no busi ness bei ng anywhere but perpetually buried in that sorcerer's trap

I scanned the horizon suspiciously, checked the nmmindeck, then net nmy Captain's eyes. There was no
| ove between us, but we respected one another. We were the best at what we were.

He shrugged. He, too, was ignorant of what was happening.

I had wondered if he had not brought the resurrection about by sheer force of will.

I bent and collected an oiled | eather case. Inside lay twelve arrows | abeled with col ored bands,
and several new bowstrings. My bow, which had been exposed for so |ong, had been restored by
careful oiling and rubbing. | strung and tested it. It remanined as powerful as ever. | did not
then have the strength to bend it conpletely.

A dozen nmen were afoot. They searched thensel ves for wounds that had di sappeared during the

darkness. | wondered how rmany had shared my vigil of inpotent awareness, denied even the escape of
madness.
They started checking each other. | |ooked for Mca. | spotted the little guy studying hinself in

a copper mrror. He ran fingers over a face that had been half torn away. Everyone was recovering.
| descended to the naindeck and strolled aft. Dragon was in the best shape | had ever seen. She
had been renewed. ..

| wal ked stiffly. The others noved jerkily, |ike marionettes manipul ated by a novice. | reached
the | adder to the poop as vanguard of a conmittee. Qur First Oficer and Boatswain, Toke and Lank
Tor, had joined ne. A d Barley tagged al ong, hoping the O d Man would order a ration of rum

Barl ey was one of the alcoholic in group. Priest was another. He was watching Barley closely.

Barl ey always did the doling.

Rum My nouth watered. Only Priest could outdrink ne.

Col grave shooed his deck watch down the starboard | adder

Why hadn't our mysterious benefactors done a full repair job on the Captain? | |ooked round.
Several nmen had not been restored completely. W were as we had been the day we had stunbled into
the Itaskian sorcerer's trap.
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Col grave was first to speak. He said, "Sonething's happened." Not an ingeni ous deduction

My response was no nore brilliant. "W've been called back."

Col grave's voice had a renote, sephulcral tinmbre. It seemed to reach us after a journey up a |ong,
cold, furniture-crowded hallway. There was no force init. It had no volune, and very little

i nflection.

"Tell me sonmething | don't know,

Bowran, " Col grave grow ed.

The | ack of |ove between us was not unique. This crew had shi pped together, and fought together
by condemnati on of the gods. W cooperated only because survival demanded it.

"Who di d? Why?" | demanded. Again | scanned the horizons.

I was not a | one watcher. We had powerful enem es along these coasts. Dread enemies, they had at
their disposal the aid of men |like the one who had bani shed us to that enchanted sea

"We don't have time to worry about it." Colgrave threw a spidery hand at the coast. "That's
Itaskia, gentlenmen. We're only eight |eagues south of the Silverbind Estuary."

The Itaskian Navy had sent that sorcerer after us. ltaskians hated us. Especially Itaskian

mer chants. We had plundered them so often that we used gold and silver for ballast.

We had preyed on them for ages, slaughtering their crews and burning their ships during our
relentl ess search for what, in the end, had proven to be oursel ves.

The great naval base at Portsmouth lay just inside the mouth of the, estuary.

"Coast watchers have spotted us by now, " Col grave continued. "The news will have reached
Portsmouth. The fleet will be conming out."

It did not occur to us that we could have been forgotten. O that we m ght not be recogni zed. But
we did not know how | ong we had been gone, nor did Dragon | ook the sane.

"We better get this bastard headed out to sea," Tor said. "Head for the nether coast of Freyl and
Hole up in a cove till we know what's happening." Sone tinbre entered the Boatswain's voice. It
snel |l ed of fear.

We had never been well known in the island ki ngdons. Sel dom had we plundered there.

"We' |l do that. Meantime, check out this tub fromstemto stern. Check the nen. Tor, take a | ook
round fromthe tops. They could be after us already."

Tor had the best eyes of any nman |'ve ever known.

The crew nilled bel ow, touching each other, speculating in soft tones. Their voices, too, sounded
renote. | do not know why that was. It soon corrected itself.

"First watch," Tor called. "Rigging. Prepare to shift sail for the seaward tack."

They noved slowy, stiffly, but sorted thensel ves out. Some clanbered into the rigging. Lank Tor
said, "Ready to shift course, Captain.”

Col grave spun the wheel. Tor bellowed to the topnen.

Not hi ng happened.

Col grave tried again. And again. But Vengeful D. would not respond.

We just stood round staring at one another till Kid called dow, "Sail ho!"

Vv

"Boat swai n, see to the weapons," Col grave ordered.

I looked at himnarrowy. A fire was building within him Action immnent. The old Col grave flared
t hrough, despite what we had endured, despite what we had | earned about ourselves. "See that sand
is scattered on the decks. Barley! One cup for all hands. Bowran. Take yours first. Go to the
forecastle.”

Qur gazes locked. | had had nmy fill of killing. At least for this madnan.
But the conpul sion was still there. The fire that forced a man to adapt his will to Col grave's.
| ooked down like a kid who had just been scol ded. | descended to the nmi ndeck

M ca caught up with nme. "Bow man. What's goi ng on? Wat happened to us?"

He call ed me Bowran because he did not know ny nane. None of themdid, unless Col grave had
penetrated the secret. It was one | could no | onger answer nyself.

Vengeful Dragon had a way of stealing nenories. | could not renmenber comi ng aboard. | did renenber
murdering my wife and her lovers before | did. But what was her nane...?

The curse of the gods lies heavy. To renenber ny crinme, to renenber the |ove and hate and pain
that had gone into and pursued it, and yet to forget the very nane of the woman | had killed...
And, worse, to have forgotten nmy own, so that the very cornerstone of ny identity was denied
me.... They award their penalties in cruel and ingenious ways, do the gods.

Sone of the others renenbered their nanes but had forgotten why they had committed their sins.
That, too, was torture.
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None of us renenbered nuch of our |ife aboard Vengeful Dragon
Col grave and | had the rmurder of our families in comon. That was not rmuch of a foundation for

friendship.

"I don't know, Mca. No nore than you."

"I thought nmaybe the O d Man.... It scares ne, Bowran. To be recalled...."

"I know. Think of the Power involved. The evils unleashed.... Cone on up to the forecastle with

me,.Mca." He did not have anything else to do. He was our sailnmaker. Qur sails were in chandler's
shop conditi on.

W | eaned against the rail, staring over the quiet green water at the tops of a pair of triangular
sail s.

"That's no Itaskian galleon," M ca observed.

"No." | debated for several seconds before | hinted at ny suspicion. "Maybe the gods are tinkering

with us, Mca." A gull glided across our bows. For a noment | narveled at its graceful flight. A
shadow fol | owed. One of the black birds.

"Suppose they're giving us another chance?"

He watched the black bird for several seconds. "How patient are they, Bowran? W had our chances
inlife. W had themin |inmbo, while we harried the coasts. And we didn't even recognize them"
"And maybe we couldn't. This ship.... W forget things. We stop thinking. W get |ike Lank Tor
who can't renenber yesterday. Remenber Student and Whal eboat s?"

They had been friends of ours. They had di sappeared during a terrible stormshortly before the
sorcerer had caught us. "Um"

We had never tal ked about it, but the suspicion could not be denied. There was a chance that

St udent and \Whal eboats had found redenption. There was a connecti on between righteous deeds and
di sappearances from Dragon

It had to be nore than coincidence, Qur nmenories were reliable only back to the time Kid had cone
aboard, but since then several men had vani shed. Each had been guilty of doing something truly
good shortly before. How Col grave had screaned and cussed at Student and \Wal eboats for not
setting fire to that shipload of wonen...

"Student clainmed there was a way out. Fat Poppo told ne he figured it out too. | think there is.
think they found it. And | think I know what it is too, now" Mca did not say anything for at

| east a mnute. Then, "Did you die in that place, Bowran?"

"What ?" For sone reason | did not want to tell him "What place?"

"The foggy sea, dunmy. Where we net ourselves and | ost the battle."

Col grave's habit was to destroy every vessel we encountered. W had entered that quiet place out
of a deep fog, with a sorcerer's grimpronise still ringing in our ears. Black birds had roosted
in our tops and anot her ship had been headed our way. Col grave, nmad Col grave, had ordered the
attack. And when we had cone to grips with the caravel, who had we found manni ng her but

doppel gangers of ourselves....?

"Were you aware the whole tine?"

"Yeah." The grunt like to choked ne getting out. "Every damed second. | couldn't sleep. |
couldn't even go crazy."

He raised an eyebrow.

"Al right. Crazier than | already am"

M ca grinned. "Sonetinmes, Bownman, | wonder if we're not just a little | ess wicked than we think.
O maybe it's pretend. We're great pretenders, the crew of the Vengeful D."

"Mca, you ain't no phil osopher."”

"How do you know what | an? | don't. | don't renenber. But what |'m saying, nan, is | think we al
knew what was goi ng on. Every minute. Even the O d Man."

"What's the point?"

"The sun rose and set a |lot of tines, Bowman. | didn't sleep either. That's a lot of tinme to
thi nk. And maybe change."
I turned ny back to the rail. The crew were about ship's work. They were qui eter than

renenbered. Thoughtful. They noved |ess jerkily now

How |l ong had it been? Years?

"W don't look any different." Col grave was the sane old specter of terror there on the poop. He
had changed clothing. He was clad in regal finery now C othes were his conpensation for his
deformty.

When he dressed this well, and kept the poop instead of lurking in his cabin, he nmeant to spil

bl ood.

"I mean different inside." He considered Col grave too. "Mybe sone of us can't change. Maybe
there's nothing else in there."
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"Or nmaybe we just don't understand." | suffered an insight. "The O d Man's scared."

"He should be. These are Itaskian waters. Look what they did already."

"Not just afraid of what they'll do if they catch us. W had that hanging over us before. It
didn't bother anybody. Wn't now. | nean scared |ike Barley. O everything and nothing."

ad Barley was our resident coward. He was al so the neanest fighter on the Vengeful D. H s fear
drove himto prodigies in battle.

"Maybe. And maybe he's changed too."

"I haven't. Not that | can see."

"Look at your right hand."

| did. It was ny hand, fore and mddle fingers calloused fromdraw ng bowstrings. "So?"

"Every guy here can tell you two things about your hands. |If there's a ship in sight, your |eft
will be holding a bow And so it is. And your right, when Colgrave lets you, will be hanging on to
a cup of rumlike it was your firstborn child."

I looked at Mca. He smled. | |ooked at ny hand. It was naked. | |ooked down at the mai ndeck
that | had crossed wi thout thinking of rum Barley was al nost finished issuing the grog ration
The craving hit nme hard. | nust have staggered. Mca caught nmy arm "Try to let it go, Bowran.

Just this once.”

| waved at Barley. "Just to see if you can do it." Wiy didn't he mind his own business? Gods, |
needed a drink

Then Priest caught my eye. Priest, the king of us al kies. The man who peddl ed sal vation to the
rest of us and remmi ned incapable of saving hinself. Priest did not have a tin cup either. He

| eaned over the starboard rail. H's expression said that his guts were tearing himapart. H's need
for a drink was devouring him But he was not drinking. His back was to Barl ey.

"Look at Priest," | nurnured.

"I see him Bowman. And | see you."

The cramps started then. They pissed nme off. | whirled and pl anted nysel f

against the rail, mmcking Priest, overlooking the bowsprit. |I tried to shut out the world.

"No way that pervert is going to outlast ne," | declared.

Qur bow began rising and falling gently. The water was assum ng the character of a normal sea. Qur
resurrection was about finished.

I did not look forward to its conmpletion. | could get seasick in a rowboat on a | ake on a breezy
day.

The ot her vessel was hull up on the horizon and headed our way fast.

I reexam ned ny bow and arrows. Just in case.

Vi

Had we changed? The gods witness, we had. The two-nmaster cane in alongside, gently, and we did not
swarm over her. We did not cast her screaming crew to the sharks. W did not set her aflame. W
did not do any thing but hold our weapons ready and wait. Col grave did not ask us to do anything
nor e.

M ca and | surveyed our shipnates. |'msure he saw as nuch wonder in ny face as | saw in his.

We wat ched Col grave al nost constantly. The O d Man woul d determne the snmaller vessel's fate. Like
it or not, if he gave the order, we would attack

"We're a pack of war dogs," | told: Mca. "W night as well be slaves." He nodded.

Never a word escaped our nad captain's nouth. That astoni shed himnore than the rest of us, |

t hi nk.

The ship lay bunping agai nst Dragon for fifteen minutes. Her strangely clad, silent crewren
studied us. W studied them Not a one would neet ny eye. They knew who and what we were. W could
smell the fear in them

Yet they had cone to us, and they stayed. And that was reason for us to fear.

The vessel had a small deckhouse anidships. Its door finally opened. Two nore strangers stepped
out, stationed thenselves to either side. They studied us with startled, frightened eyes.

A person in red came forth, |ooked up

"A woman!" M ca swore.

We did not have a reputation for being gallant.

"I don't think so...." But | could not be sure. | had never seen a bald woman. "But.... Call it an
it."

Its incredible blue eyes stared in slight bewildernent. Unlike its shipmates, it did not fear us.
It was confident.

I got the inpression that we had been a di sappoi ntnent. Because we had not confornmed to our
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Vi ci ous reputation

The urge to let an arrow fly was as strong in me as the need for a drink. | did not bend ny bow.
One glance into those weird eyes was all | could handle. Incredible Power sparked them They
procl ai med their possessor a sorcerer greater than he who had bani shed us to fogs and | eaden seas.
The creature also had that aura of conmand that ani mated Col grave.

"This's the one who called us back," | whispered.
M ca nodded.
I had nmyself in control. | tested the draw of ny bow.

Bl ack birds wheel ed overhead, screeching their consternation. One dove at the figure in red.

The figure raised a palm It spoke a single word.

Feat hers expl oded. They spun down toward ships and sea, snoldering as they fell. The stench of
burnt feathers assailed the air.

The naked al batross smashed into Dragon's side. It broke its, neck. It thrashed in the water
briefly, then changed form In seconds it becane a thing |ike a snake of night. The thing wiggled
away through water and air with |ightning speed.

Its conpani ons screeched once, then remained silent. They did not cease their endless patrol. They
clearly prefered avoiding their conrade's liberation

The figure in red said sonething.

Sormeone shouted orders in a strange |anguage. Sailors threw grappling hooks over Dragon's rail.

| 1 ooked at Colgrave. An arrow |l ay across mnmy bow.

He made a slight negative head gesture.

"He has changed,” | told Mca. "He says let themcone." | |ooked again. Colgrave was instructing
Toke and Lank Tor. They descended to the nmai ndeck

They di sposed the nmen in such fashion that they could attack the boarders fromall sides. W
wai t ed.

One of the smaller ship's officers cane up. He | ooked round, saw the lay of things. He was not
happy. He glanced at ne. | half drew nmy bow. He cringed.

| laughed. O d Barley giggled. The crew took it up

We were not kind people. W enjoyed tornenting our captives.

Agai n Col grave gave ne that little headshake. A nasty grin sneared his face too. He |iked ny joke.
More of them came. And nore, and nore

"Mca, they're all conming over." "Looks I|ike."

They stood on the maindeck, nervously watched Col grave.

"Slide back and tell the A d Man we can sneak down and knock a hole in their bottom when they're
all up here. If he wants."

Mca grinned. "Yeah." It was his kind of dirty trick. He liked sneaking. | expect his sins

i nvol ved some fancy sneaki ness. He wasn't chicken, mnd. Just the kind of guy who sees the

advant ages of backstabbing. A lowrisk type guy. He could handl e hinmself face-to-face, when the
stakes were high. He shoved through the strangers. They twisted away fromhimlike he was a pl ague
carrier.

I watched a grin spread across Colgrave's battered face. It was as | opsided as the altars of Hell
The muscl es only worked on one side.

He liked it. My suggestion did not violate his inexplicable arnmistice with the creature in red.

M ca al nost danced back to the forecastle.

The sorcerer boarded last. Its crew surrounded it. It di sappeared anong them They were al

bi gger.

I laughed, catching the creature's attention. | again half drew ny bow.

It looked at ne with no apparent fear, but |I knew better. | knew | could take the sorcerer if just
one instant's gap opened through those bodyguards. W had not been stripped of our defenses.

could get an arrow fromhere to there quicker than the creature could blink

It knew too. That was why it had brought its whole crew. In the tine it would take us to kil

them it could performthe sorceries needed to save itself.

It, too, concentrated on Colgrave. The A d Man's eye flicked ny way just once, for a tenth of a
second.

Mca and | rolled over the rail into the ratlines, transferred to the other vessel's stays, got
down to her deck in seconds
"Bowman, you see about sinking her. I'll go through the cabin."

"Good thinking. But |ook for sonething besides | oose gold.”

He gave ne a | ook

| | ooked back. Gold was M ca's weakness. Wenever we took a ship, he spent nobst of the victory
cel ebration scrounging gold and silver. He brought it back, and we took it down and put it in
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bal | ast, never knowi ng what we would ever do with it.

That was one tough little ship. It took me twenty minutes to chop a decent hole through her thin
pl anking. By the tine | finished I knew she woul d not sink before the strangers could get back
aboar d.

I chuckl ed. That nade the joke richer

| hustled back topside. W were taking too long. "Mca!" | called softly. "Cone on. W haven't got
all day."

He poked his head out the deckhouse door. "Here. Take some of this crap."

He had gotten sone gold, of course. But not much. The rest seened to be books, papers, and the

t hi ng- gobbi es sorcerers have to have to be confortable doing their nasties.

VI |

| rolled over Dragon's rail expecting all eyes to be | ooking ny way.

None were. None did. The strangers were crowded agai nst the base of the poop. Col grave stood above
them a nmocking smle on half his face. Everybody stared at himlike he was sone denon god.
Sonetimes | thought he was nyself. The men were inpatient. The strangers felt it. Their fear was
about to becone panic. Only the will of the creature in red kept them from running.

M ca handed up our plunder. | concealed it beneath a spritsail lying on the forecastle deck. Mca
rolled over the rail.

Col grave's glance flicked our way. His smile stretched. He termi nated the audience with a shrug
and a turned back.

The creature in red started back to its vessel. Its followers surged around it, eager to be gone
I half drew ny bow for the third tine.

The creature in red smled at me.

That nmade ne mad. | would have let fly had Col grave not shook his head.

Nobody nocked t he Bowman. ..

Then they were gone, their vessel turning away and headi ng back whence it had cone. They stood
around watching us, as if to nake sure we did not change our mninds about letting them go.

Their ship was a foot lower in the water already. Soon they would realize that she was not
respondi ng properly. They woul d discover the hole...

I had cut it too big for themto keep afloat by punping. And | doubted that they would be able to
get a good patch onit. | slapped Mca's back. "Let's take the stuff to the dd Man."

It was not a chore that pleased me. Though it was unavoidable, | plain did not |ike being anywhere
near Col grave. But with Student gone, he was the only reader |eft aboard.

Anyway, he needed to know what we had. I|f anything.

He stirred through the pile. Mca's personal plunder he pushed to one side. Mca took it bel ow
The rest Col grave sorted into three piles. A half-dozen itens he just flipped over his shoul der
over the rail, into the sea. Then he exanined the piles again. He deep-sixed several nore itens.
Toke, Tor, and | watched in silence. Col grave kept dithering, poking. |I don't think he knew what
he had. But Col grave was not the type to admit ignorance.

Finally, | could stand no nore. "What did they want?" | denmanded.

"The usual ," Colgrave replied without |ooking up. "Alittle murder. Alittle terror. Wth his
enem es on the bull's-eye, of course. Not ours." "His?"

"I think it was a he. You cut a big hole, Bownran?"

"Big enough. It'll stop them" He seened so dammed bl ase after what had been done to us. Was he
still trusting in divine protection? After the Itaskian sorcerer? If so, he was a fool. That was

one thing that had never been pinned on Col grave.

"Tor, go to the masthead. Let us know when they go dead in the water. Toke, make sail for
Freyland. | think she'll respond now. "

I watched while Col grave exam ned several books. He seened awfully undignified, sitting on the
deck with his legs crossed. Finally, "Captain, what're we going to do?"

He peered at me with that one evil eye till | thought he was going to have ne thrown to the
sharks. One did not address Col grave. Colgrave called one to the presence.

He finally replied, "It would be a raid to belittle anything we've ever tried. Portsnouth itself.
Burn the docks. Burn the town. Kill everybody we can." "Wy?"

"I didn't ask, Bownan." His voice was cold and hard. He was tired of my questions. Yet | renmined
where | was. He had changed. He was nore open than ever | had seen. "He ordered us. W haven't yet
tested the linmts of his control. We may not be able to do otherw se."

"And we do have our grievances." "Yes. W have scores to settle with Portsmouth."”

Dragon shifted her heading to north-northeast. W were on course for the island ki ngdons.
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"The little sail maker nust have overl ooked sonet hing,
use. All we can do is deny this stuff to him"

Col grave said. "There's nothing here we can

"She's taking in sail, Captain,” Tor called down. A vast arusenent filled his voice.
The story had passed through the crew, spread by Mca. There was a | ot of |aughter
| looked north. | could barely nmake out the other vessel

Dam, did that Tor have eyes

Excel l ent eyes. "Sail ho!" he called a nonment later. "She's a big one. War gal l eon, by her [ook."
H's armthrust aft. Colgrave and | turned.

We could just nmake out her main tops. | |ooked at Col grave.

I could see the tornent in him The need... He had to have bl oodshed the way | had to have rum
had to use ny bow.
"She's an |taskian,
needed the killing.
Ner vousness and uncertainty washed the mai ndeck. The men no | onger had the absol ute confidence
that had inpelled them before our capture.

Dragon had changed i ndeed. And was changing still.

"Mai ntain your heading, First Oficer," Colgrave finally croaked.

It tore himup to say it. But he did.

A breeze cane up. It took us on our port quarter, setting us to |andward. The nore we turned to
seaward, the harder it bl ew

The snell of w zardry tainted it.

Col grave gathered Mca's plunder, took it to his cabin, then returned to

the poop. He said nothing nore. The stubborn Col grave of old, he kept Dragon's course inalterably
fixed on Freyl and.

W passed within three hundred yards of the sorcerer's ship. Its crew were too busy keeping from
drowning to pay attention. Several called for help. W sailed on

Col grave |l aughed at them |'msure his voice carried that far

The breeze died soon afterward, as the other ship began going under. | guess the w zard needed to
concentrate on surviving.

One round for us.

We took orders from nobody. Not even those who pretended to be our saviors.

That is what Tor said the thing in red had claimed when it had spoken to Col grave. It had wanted
to bargain.

To bargain? | thought. Then its hold on us could not be as strong as it would |iKke.

I snmled. And stood on the forecastle |ooking forward to the coasts of Freyland. It had been a
long tine since we had sailed them

The black birds circled overhead. After a tine, one by one, they settled into our tops. They
seened | ess outraged than they had been

Tor called a few mnutes |later. The bloodlust filled his voice. He, too,

VI

Spring had only recently conquered the western shores of Freyland. The cove where we anchored was
surrounded by low, forested hills blushing green. The afternoons were warm and | azy.

There was nothing to do. For the first time since | had cone aboard, Dragon was in perfect repair.
Hal f the ship's work being done was stuff Toke and Lank Tor conjured up because they did not have
anything to do either. For several days we just plain |oafed.

But in the background |urked the naggi ng questions, the aching doubts. What woul d Col grave deci de?
Wuld it be the right thing?

"Ri ght thing?" Mca demanded. Pure amazenent animated his features. "Wat the hell kind of
question is that, Bowran?"

He and | and Priest had rigged us a couch of folded sail and were |ying back staring at cl oud
castles while dangling fishing lines over the side. Fishing was sonething | had not done since
boyhood.

I could not renenber that far back. | just knew that | had liked to fish

"It's a valid question,” Priest insisted. "W have cone to the crossroads of righteousness,
Sai | maker. We stand at the forking of the way...."

"Ch, knock it off, Priest," | grunbled. "Don't you ever give up?"

"I think | got a bite," he replied.

"Take it easy, Bowman," Mca said. "He's getting better."

That he was, | had to adnit. | used to |oathe Priest because he insisted on being our conscience
whil e remai ning one of the worst sinners hinself.
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Priest dragged a small fish over the side. "I'lIl be damed."
"Doubtl ess. W're all dammed. W have been for ages."
"That's debatable. | neant the fish."

It was a little speckled sand shark about sixteen inches |ong. Not exactly what we were after.
started to smash its head with ny heel

"Way don't you just throw it back?" Mca asked. "It ain't hurting nothing."

Troubl e was, the shark did not want to go. Not with our help. Its little jaws kept going chonpity-
chonmp. Its skin sandpapered the hide off my fingers when | tried to hold it so Priest could get
hi s hook back.

It died before we could save it.

"You was tal king about doing the right thing," Mca told nme. "Wat nade you say that? | never
heard the Bowran tal k that way before."

| gave hima | ook.

Priest took his side "He's right. Colgrave's the only man here nmeaner than the Bowran.
I did not agree. At least, | had never thought of it that way. | rated Priest and O d Barl ey
meaner than ne any day.

The Kid cane up and joined us. He had been keeping a low profile lately. He seened to be
completely tied up inside hinmself. Odinarily, he was our nunber-one showoff, our nunber-one nouth
nman.

I was at the end of the sail couch. He sat down beside ne. Amazing.

I kind of liked the Kid. Really. He reninded me of nyself when | was younger. But he had no use
for nme. | never understood, unless it was true that | |ooked |ike sonebody he had hated before

com ng aboard.

"Hey, Bowman. Wat do you think?" he asked.

"Hunh? About what, Kid?" Wy was he asking me? Anything.

"About this. About us comi ng back." He sat up, started making hinself a fishing line of his own.
He funbl ed around. It was obvious that he had never fished in his life. | helped himget it right.
And | asked hi mwhy he was aski ng ne.

"Because you're the smart guy now that Student's gone. Toke. Lank Tor. They're just zonbies. And
the A d Man wouldn't give me the tine of day if | begged."

"Kid. Kid, I...." I let it drift off unsaid.

"What ?"

| forced it. "I never nuch cared about anybody. But it hurts ne to see you here, so young."

He | ooked at nme strangely, then smiled. That smle was worth a ton of gold. "I earned it, Bowman."
"Didn't we all?" Mca nused.

"That we did," Priest declared. "The sins on our souls...." He shut hinself off, said instead,

"The question is, are we going to go right on deserving it?"

M ca got a bite. He haul ed in anot her goddamed shark. This one was nore cooperative. O we had
gotten better at handling them

"Kid, I don't know what to think. That's the gospel. I'mlost. | go half crazy worrying about it
sonetines. "

A body pl opped down the other side of Kid. | glanced over. It was the Trolledyngjan, the fina
addition to our mad crew. W had picked himup off an Itaskian warship we had taken in our next-to-
| ast battle. He had been confined to her brig.

He had a nane, Torfin something, but nobody ever used it. He was one long drink of silence.

don't think he had spoken twenty words the whole tine he had been aboard. He did not say anything
now. He just |ooked at ne and M ca.

We had tried to kill himonce. Before he had becone part of our crew. Back when we were raiders.
We had attacked his ship. He had tried boarding us. Me and M ca had dunped himinto the drink
And then he had turned up aboard the Itaskian, and Col grave had deci ded he ought to repl ace

St udent or Whal eboat s.

A treaty of forgiveness passed between us w thout words bei ng spoken

Trol | edyngj an said, "There be tales told in the Fatherland of the Oskoreien. The Wld Hunt. They
be souls of the damed who ride Hell's stallions through the high range hunting the living."

The Kid passed hima hook and sone line. He started fiddling with it. "Wat're you driving at?" |
asked. "We be the Oskoreien of the sea." He baited his hook and flipped it over the side. W

wai ted. Finally, he continued, "They tell of the WId Hunt that they be hating none so nuch as
they be hating one another.™

We waited sone nore, but that was all he had to say.

It was enough. It nmade nme think. He had stated a truth and had posed a question in a
characteristically oblique Troll edyngjan nanner.
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Hatred had al ways been the one shared, unifying enotion aboard Dragon. And we hated each ot her
nmore than any out si ders.

Only, we were getting along now. More or |ess.

The others saw it too. Even the Kid. "Wiat's it nean. Bowran?" the boy asked.

"I don't know. "

The changes were progressing. | no longer knew nyself. If ever | had.

Fat Poppo | aboriously clanbered to the forecastle deck. Hi s appearance was anot her decl aration of
how t he crew regarded ne.

"Wel come to the phil osophy klatch, Poppo," | said. "What brings you dragging your ass all the way
up of f the mai ndeck?" He seldomnoved if he did not have to, so fat and | azy was he.
He dropped to his knees behind nme, whispered, "In the trees across the cove. Under the big dead

one you guys been calling the hanging tree."

| 1 ooked. And | saw what he neant.

There were four of them and they wore livery. Soldiers.

The honeynoon was over. "Mca, slide down and dig up the AOd Man. Tell himto take a gander at
what we've got under the hanging tree. Try to keep it casual."

Col grave had been holed up in his cabin since we had dropped anchor. He was studying the w zard's
things. He woul d not appreciate being disturbed.

But this was inportant. Maybe | made a nmistake. The rest of us might not have been recogni zed. W
were wel |l -known, but there was nothing really unique about our appearances. Not the way Col grave's
was uni que.

I reached for ny bow and quietly strung it behind the nmask of the railing.

I X

Jol grave strode fromhis cabin dressed for a day at court. M ca dogged al ong behind himas he
clinmbed to the poop. He turned his one grimeye on our watchers.

"The dead captain!"

It carried clearly over the water* Brush crackled. | leapt to ny feet and pulled an arrow to ny
ear.

"I't's them That's the Archer!"

"Bowman. Let themrun."

| relaxed. Colgrave was right. Wasting arrows had no point. | could not get themall. Not through
the trees.

Still, a gesture seemed necessary...

One turned, stared back through a snall opening in the foliage. He bore a spade-shaped shield. A
griffin ranpant was its device. | let fly with a waste arrow, a practice arrow. It pierced the
griffin's eye.

| still had it. After however long it had been, ny shafts still flew true.

The soldier's jaw dropped. | bowed nockingly.

"That wasn't snart," Priest told ne.
"Couldn't help nyself. | had to do it."

The bl ack birds above cursed me in their squawky tongue. | glared nmy defiance.

My archery was ny one skill, my one way of defying the universe and its perversity. The gesture
had been inportant to me. It was a statenent that the Bownan existed, that he was well, that his
aimwas still deadly. It was a graffito on the walls of tinme, screaming | AM

Col grave beckoned.

I shook in ny seaboots. | was going to catch hell for defying orders....

But he did not nmention ny shot. Instead, he gathered Toke, Lank Tor, and nyself, and told us: "The
decision is at hand. Wthin two days the whole island will know we've returned. They'll know in
Portsnouth in three days, in Itaskia in four. They won't endure us anynore. Qur return will scare
them so much that they'll send out every ship they have. They won't trust warlocks this tine.
They' Il destroy us absolutely, with fire, at whatever cost we denand."

He stared at the western sea, his one good eye gazing on sights the rest of us could never see. He
said again, "At whatever cost we denand."

Tor giggled. Fighting was his only love, his only joy. He did not care whether he would win or

| ose, only that he would be able to swing a blade in another battle. He was the sane old Tor. |
did not think there was anything in himcapable of change. He was a hol | ow nan.

Toke said, "There's no hope, then? W have to depart this plane nenorialized by nountains of dead
men and seas scattered with burning ships?"

| sighed. "There's nowhere to run, Toke. Destiny's w nds have blown us into the narrow channel. W
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can't do anything but ride with the current."

Col grave | ooked at ne strangely. "That's odd talk fromyou, Bowran."
"l feel odd, Captain."

"There's still the sorcerer who recalled us,
completely." He glanced at the black birds.
The creatures strained their necks toward us.

he said. "And we aren't forgotten of the gods. Not

| surveyed ny longtinme hone. Forward, against the base of the forecastle, | could discern a tiny,
al nost invisible patchlet of dark fog. | had not noticed it since the day the sorcerer had boarded
us. | imagined it had al ways been there, unnoticed because it stayed behind the corner of ny

vi si on.

"I'"ll give nmy orders in the norning," Colgrave declared. "For today, celebrate. Qur fina
celebration. Tor. See to the arnms. Toke, tell Barley to use his keys."

My guts snapped into an agoni zed knot. Rum..!

"We'll sail at dawn,"” the Add Man told us. "Be ready. I'Il tell you our destination then."

He scanned us once with that wi cked eye, and it seened that there was pain and care in his gaze.
He left us there, stunned, and returned to his cabin.

Enotion? In Colgrave? It was al nbst too nmuch to bear.

I returned to the forecastle and pl opped ny ass down between the Kid and Little Mca. | |eaned
back and stared at the clouds, at the green hills where four terrified soldiers were racing to
unl eash the hounds of doom "Dammed!" | nuttered. "Dammed. Dammed. Dammed."

The Kid was first to ask. "Wiat did he say, Bowran?"

| glared at the hills as if ny gaze could drop those Freylanders in their tracks. "W sail with
the norning tide

He hasn't decided where or why."

The Trol |l edyngj an hooked a sand shark. W went through the routine, dunped it back

"Think it's the sane one?" Priest asked. "It don't look any different."

"Way woul d it keep conming back?" M ca wanted to know.

The Kid asked ne, "Wiat do you think he'll decide. Bowman?"

"To spill blood. He's still Colgrave. He's still the dead captain. He only knows one way. The only
guestion is who he'll go after."

" oh. "

"Gve nme aline." | baited my hook and flipped it over the rail. "Priest, Barley's passing out
grog." | needed a drink sonething cruel. But | was not going to give in first.

I watched the tornment in his face. And he watched it in nine as he replied, "Don't think so,
Bownan. Too far to wal k. Besides, |I'mgetting a nibble."

He got the nibble, but | caught the fish. It was the sane damed shark. Wat was the matter with
that thing? Couldn't it |earn?

Dragon rocked gently on quiet swells. A breeze whispered in the trees surroundi ng the cove. W
kept catching that sand shark and throwing it back, and not saying rmuch, while the sun dribbled
down to the horizon behind

X

Toke, Lank Tor, and | clanbered up to the poop. The crew gat hered on the naindeck, their eyes on
the A d Man's cabin door. The sun had not yet cleared the hills to the east.

"Tide's going to turn soon," Toke observed.

"Uhm" | grunted.

Lank Tor shuffled nervously. The bl ood-eagerness in himseenmed tenpered by sonething else this
nmor ni ng. Had the changes began to reach even hin?

Col grave canme forth

The crew gasped.

Tor, Toke, and | |eaned over the poop rail to see why.

He wore old, battered, plain clothing. It was the sort a merchant captain down on his [uck m ght
wear. There wasn't a bit of color or polish on him

A new Col grave confronted us. | was not sure | liked it. It nade nme uneasy, as if the nan's style
of dress were the root of our failures and successes.
He ignored everybody till he had reached the poop and surveyed his surroundi ngs. Then, "Make sail

First Oficer. North along the coast, two points to seaward. They're watching. Let themthink
we' re bound for North Cape."

Toke and Tor went to get anchor and sails up. | stood beside Col grave, searching the shore for
this norning' s watchers.
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He said, "W'll keep this heading till we're out of sight of land. Then we'll cone round and run
south. We'll stay in the deep water."

| shuddered. W were not deepwater sailors. Though hardly any of us had set foot on dry land in
years, we did not want to let it out of sight. Few of us had been sailors before fate shanghai ed
us onto this devil ship

And deep water neant heavi er seas. Seas neant seasickness. My stomach was in bad enough shape,
havi ng had no rum

"What then?" | asked.

" Port smout h, Bowman. "

"The wi zard wi ns? Dragon runs to his beck? W do his nurders for hinP"

"I don't know, Bownan. He's the crux. He's the answer. Watever happens, it'll revolve around him
He's in Portsnmouth. We'll take our questions to him"

There was uncertainty in Colgrave's voice. He, the nmegalithic will round which ny universe turned,
no | onger knew what he was doing. He just knew that sonething had to be done.

"But Portsnouth? You' re sure?"

"He's there. Sonewhere. Masqueradi ng as sonmething else. W'll find him" There was no doubt in him
now. He had sel ected a course. Nothing would turn him aside.

I could not fathom Col grave's thinking. He wanted to take Dragon into the very den of our enenies?
Just to confront that sorcerer again? It was pure madness.

No one had ever accused Col grave of being sane. And only the once had he conme out | oser.

We sailed north. We turned and ran south once Tor could no |onger discern land fromthe maintop. A
st eady breeze scooted us along. By nightfall, according to Toke, we had cone back south of the
sout hernnost tip of Freyland. But Colgrave did not alter course till next norning. Several hours
after dawn he ordered a change to a headi ng due east.

He shifted course a point this way, a point that as we sailed along. He had Toke and Tor put on or
take of f canvas.

A plan was shaping in his tw sted nmnd

Ti me lunbered al ong. The sun set, and it rose. Tension built up till we were all ready to snap
Tenpers flared. Sonme of the old hatred returned. W were not very tol erant of one another. The sun
set again. | had seen Col grave's natchl ess dead reckoning before. | was not overwhel ned when he

brought Dragon into the nouth of the Silverbind Estuary with the same accuracy | showed in
speeding a shaft to its target.

We were all dismayed. To a man we had hoped that he woul d change his mnd, or that somnething would
change it for him

We had not seen one ship during our tinme at sea

They had taken our false trail for true. The fleet had cleared Portsmouth only that norning,
headi ng north in hopes of catching us in the wild seas between Freyl and and Cape Bl ood. The only
vessel s we saw now, as we eased along the nighted Itaskian coast, were fishing boats drawn up on

t he beaches for the night.

Wat chfires burned along the Estuary's north shore. They wi nked at us as if secretly blessing our
surreptitious passage.

Those wi nks conveyed nessages. A steady flow were conming fromthe north. Fat Poppo tried reading
them but the Itaskians had changed their codes since he had been in their navy. No one noticed
our little caravel creeping along through the noonless night.

The lights of Portsmouth appeared on our starboard bow Little bells tinkled over the water ahead.
Then Poppo softly announced that he had spotted the first channel marker buoy. Its bell pinged
happily in the gentle swell.

Col grave sent Tor to the forecastle to watch the narkers.

He meant to try the inpossible. He neant to take Dragon up the channel by starlight.

Col grave's confidence in his destiny was justified. Dragon was surely a favored charity of the
gods that night. The breeze was absolutely perfect for creeping fromone bellbuoy to the next. The
current did not bother us at all. W penetrated the harbor basin two hours after mdnight. Perfect
timng. The city was asleep. Colgrave warped Dragon in to a wharf with a precise beauty that only
a sailor could appreciate.

Fear had that ship by the guts. | was so rattled that | don't think | could have hit an el ephant
at ten paces. But there | was on the forecastle, ready to cover the Il anding party.

Priest, Barley, and the Trolledyngjan junped to the wharf. They searched the darkness for enem es.
Mca and the Kid junmped. Others threw them nmooring lines. They made fast in ninutes. The gangpl ank
went down for the first time in anyone's nenory. Toke and Tor started ushering the nmen ashore. Tor
made sure they were arnmed. Sone did not want to go. | was one. | had not set foot on any land in
so long that | could not remenber what it was like.... And this was the country of nmy birth. This
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was the land of nmy crimes. This land loved me no nore, nor wanted its sacred soil defiled by the
tread of ny nurderer's feet....

Nor did | want to do any sorcerer's bloodletting.

Col grave beckoned. | had to go. 1 relaxed nmy grip on ny bow, descended to the nmi ndeck, crossed to
t he gangpl ank.

Only the O d Man and | remai ned aboard. Toke and Tor were trying to maintain order on the wharf.
Some of the nen were trying to get back to the ship, to escape stable footing and everything that
land neant. Others had fallen to their knees and were Kkissing the paving stones. Some, like

Barl ey, just stood and shook.

"I don't want to return, either, Bowran," Col grave whi spered. "My very bei ng whines and pul es. But
I''m going. Now march."

The old fire was in his eyes. | marched.

He had not changed clothing. He still wore rags and tatters. Follow ng me down the gangpl ank, he

| ooped a piece of cloth across his features the way they do in the deserts of Hanmad al Nakir.

Col grave's presence nmade the difference. The nen forgot their enotions. Toke quickly arranged them
in a colum of fours.

A late drunk staggered out of the darkness. "Shay...." he nunbled. "Wat're.... Wo're...." He

al nrost tripped over ne and Col grave.

He was an old nan young. A beggar, by his | ook, and a cripple. He had only one arm and one |eg

barely functioned. He reeked of cheap, sour wi ne. He stunbled against nme again. | caught him
"Thanks, buddy," he munbled. H's breath was foul

My god, | thought. This could be nme if | keep on the grog.... | forced honesty. | was | ooking at
what | had been when | had committed nmy nurders, and nost of the tine since. All | could see was

ugli ness. The drunk stared at ne. His eyes grew |larger and larger. He glanced over the crew,
peered at the A d Man

Along, terrified whine, like the plea of a whipped cur, ripped fromhis throat.

"Priest!" the Add Man snapped.

Priest materialized.

"This man recogni zes us. Man, this is Priest. Do you know himtoo? You do? Good. |I'm going to ask
sone questions. Answer them O ['Il let Priest have you."

The drunk becane so terrified that for several nminutes we could pry no sense fromhimat all

He did know us. He had been a sailor aboard one of the warships that had hel ped bring us to our
doom He had been one of the few lucky survivors. He remenbered the battle as if it had taken

pl ace yesterday. Eighteen years and a sea of al cohol had done nothing to erase the nenories.

Ei ghteen years! | thought. Mdre than half nmy lifetine.... The life | had lived before boarding
Vengeful D. The whole world woul d have changed.

Col grave persisted with his questions. The old sailor answered willingly. Priest shuffled
nervously.

Priest had been the great killer, the great torturer, back when. He had loved it. But the role did
not fit him anynore.

Col grave | earned what he wanted. At |east, he learned all the drunk had to tell.

A noment of decision arrived. The old sailor recognized it before | did. It was the nonent when a
man shoul d have died, based on our record.

A bl ack bird squeaked somewhere in Dragon's rigging.

"There is a ship at the wharf," Colgrave said. "Barley! The keys." Barley cane. Col grave gave the
keys to the drunk. He stared at themas if they fit the locks in the one-way gates of Hell

"You will board that ship," Colgrave told him H's tone denied even the possibility that his wll
m ght be challenged. "You will stay there, drinking the rum behind the | ock those keys fit, till |
give you | eave to go ashore."

The wat chbird squawked again. Excited w ngs punished the night air.

Fog started drifting in fromthe Estuary. Its first tendrils reached us.

The drunk | ooked at Col grave, stunned. H s head bobbed. He ran toward Dragon

X

Bownan, cone," Col grave said. "You've been to Portsnouth before, You'll have to show ne the way to
the Torian Hill."

| did not remenber ever having been to Portsnouth. | told himso, and suggested that Mca be his
gui de. M ca was always tal ki ng about Portsnouth. Mostly about its famous whorehouses, but
sonetimes about its people and their strange nores.

"You wi Il renenber," Colgrave told ne. He used the sane tone that he had directed at the drunk
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I renenbered. Not nuch, but enough to show himthe way to the Torian Hill, which was the area
where the mercantil e magnates and high nobility maintained their urban residences.

Dawn | aunched its assaults upon the eastern horizon, though in the fog we were barely aware of it.
We began to encounter early risers. Sone instinct nade them avoid us.

We passed out of the city proper, into the environs of the rich and powerful. Portsnouth was not a
wal l ed city. There were no gates to pass, no guards to answer.

We broke fromfog into dawnlight hal fway up the Torian Hill.

It was not like |I remenbered it. Mca's expression confirmed ny feeling

"There's been a war pass this way," he said. "Only a couple years ago."

It was obvious. They were still picking up the pieces. "Were are we going?" | asked Col grave.

"I don't know. This's the Torian HI11?" Mca and | both nodded.

Col grave dug round inside his rags, produced a gold ring.

"Hey!" M ca conplained. "That's...." He shut up.

A gl ance from Col grave's eye could chill the hardi est soul

"What is it?" | asked M ca.

"That's my ring. | took it off the wizard's ship. He said | could have it. | put it down in the

ball ast with ny other things."

"Must' ve been nore than just gold."

"Yeah. Miust have been." He eyed Colgrave like a guy trying to figure how best to carve a roast.
He woul d not do anything. We all had those thoughts sonmeti nes. Nobody ever tried.

Col grave forced the ring onto a bony little finger, closed his eyes.

W wait ed.

Finally, "That way. The creature is there. It sleeps.”

| caught the change fromhe to it. What had changed Col grave's mnd? | did not ask. During the
clinb he had beconme the nad captain again.

Peopl e began to notice us. They did not recognize us, but we were a piratical-Iooking crew. They
got the hell away fast.

Sonme were worren. W had not laid hands on a woman in ages..

"Sai |l maker." Colgrave said it softly. Mca responded as though he had been | ashed. He forgot wonen
even existed, let alone the one he had begun stal ki ng.

W cane to a mansion. It skul ked behind walls that woul d have done a fortified town proud. The
stone was grey, cold linestone still noist fromthe fog.

"Bowman. You knock." He waved everyone against the wall, out of view of the gateman's peephol e.

| pounded. And pounded again. Feet shuffl ed behi nd t he heavy gate. The shield over the
peephol e slid aside. An old nman's eye glared through. "Wat the hell you want?" he denanded

sl eepily.

Col grave dropped the cloth concealing his face. "Open the gate.” He used the voice that had nmade
Mca forget a skirt, that had driven a drunk aboard Dragon

The old man croaked, "Gah... Gah..."

"Open the gate," Colgrave told him

For a monment | did not think that he woul d.

The gate creaked inward an inch

Col grave hit it with his shoulder. | lunged through after him nocking an arrow. Col grave sei zed
the gateman's shirt, denmanded, "Were is he? The thing in red?"

I do not think he knew the answer. But he tal ked.

Sonet hi ng growl ed. Barl ey eased past us and opened the nmastiff's skull with a brutal sword stroke.
Priest silenced a second grow er.

Men charged toward us from between shrubbery, from behind trees. They had no intention of talking
things over. They had blades in their hands and nurder on their m nds.

Yet it was not an ambush. Ambushers do not pull their pants on as they attack

"I don't think we be welcone," the Trolledyngjan draw ed | aconically.

I sped a half dozen arrows. Men dropped. The crew counter-charged the rest.

"Do it quietly!" Col grave ordered.

They did. Not a word was spoken. Not a warcry disturbed the norning song birds. Only the clang of
bl ades violated the stillness.

| sped a couple nore arrows. But the nmen did not need ny help. They had the defenders out nunbered.
| turned to Col grave

He had the gatekeeper babbling. Aside, he told nme, "Lock the gate." | did.

"Conme on, Bowman." Col grave stal ked toward the mansion. He |eft the gatekeeper Iying in a w dening
| ake of bl ood.

A black bird scolded fromthe |inestone wall.
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This was the Col grave of old. This was the mad captain who killed wi thout thought or renorse, who
fed on the agony and fear of his victins...

The creature in red was not going to be pleased with him

I recovered nmy spent arrows, running fromvictimto victimso | could keep up with the Ad Mn. |
recogni zed sone of the dead. They had crewed the sorcerer's ship.

The thing they dreaded had overtaken them after all

"Where are we headed?" | asked Col grave.

"Cellars. The thing's got to be hiding under the house sonewhere."

"Hey! What's going on?" A sleepy, puzzled, powerfully built gentleman of niddle years had comne
onto the mansion's front porch. He still wore his night clothes. Servants peeped fearfully from

t he doorway "behind him

| never found out who he was. Sonebody inportant. Sonebody who had t hought he could get the world
by the ass if he allied his noney and political pull with the magical night of the creature in
red. Sonebody driven by greed and addicted to power. Sonebody |aboring under the fal se inpression
that his mere presence would be enough to cow lowlife rogues like ourselves. Somebody who did not
know that deals with devils never cone out.

He was in for a big disappointnent qui ck. Nobody faced Col grave down.

The A d Man grabbed himexactly the way he had grabbed the gateman. The nman | unged, coul d not
break Colgrave's hold. "The thing in your cellar. Wat is it?"

The man's struggl es ceased. He becane as pale as a corpse. "You know?" he croaked. "That's

i mpossi bl e. Nobody knows. He said that nobody would ever find out...."

"He did? Who is he? What is he?" Aside, "Tor. Toke. Surround the house. Be ready to fire it if |
call."

"No! Don't burn...."

"Col grave does what ever he damm wel |l pleases. Answer ne. Were is he? Wy did he call us back...."
" Col grave?"

"Col grave. Yes. That Col grave.™

"My God! What has he done?"

| bowed nockingly. "They call ne Bownan. O the Archer.”

He fainted.

The servants scattered. Their screams dwi ndled into the depths of the house.

"Priest. Barley. Mca. Bownan. Trolledyngjan. Cone with ne." Col grave stepped over our host, into
t he house.

"Catch one of the servants.”™ Mca canme up with one in seconds. She was about sixteen. Hi s |eer
betrayed hi s thinking.

"Not now," Col grave growl ed. Mca, too, was reverting. "Grl," Colgrave said, "show us the way to
the cellar."

Whi mpering, she led us to the Kkitchens.

"Barley. You go down first." Barley took a candle. He was back in a minute. "Wne and turnips,
Captain."”

"Grl, I'"ll give youto Mca if...." Something screeched. Lanps overturned and pottery broke in a
room behind us. | whirled. A black bird waddl ed into the kitchens.

| said, "She probably doesn't know, Captain. It's probably a hidden doorway."

Hatred flamed from Col grave's eye when he glanced ny way. "Unm Probably." He fingered the gold
ring he had plundered fromMca's hoard. "Ah. This way."

We surged back into the front roonms. Everyone pounded panels. "Here," said Col grave.
"Trol | edyngj an. "

The northman swung his ax. Three resoundi ng bl ows shattered the panel

A dark, descending stairway lay behind it. 1 seized a |anp.

"Barley goes first," the dd Man said. "I'Il carry the [anp, Bowran. | want you behind me with an
arrow ready."

It would be tight for drawi ng, but | had ny orders.

X1

The stair consisted of nore than a hundred steps. | lost count around eighty. It was darker than
the bottom side of a buried coffin

Then |ight began seeping up to neet us. It was a pale, spectral light, like the gl ow that

sonetimes formed on our mastheads in spooky weather. Col grave stopped.
I glanced back up. The servant girl stood Iimed in the hole through the panel. The waddling
sil houette of a black bird squeezed past her legs. Another fluttered clunsily behind her, awaiting
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its turn.

We went on. The stair ended. An open door faced its foot. The pale |ight cane spl ashing through
meki ng Barley | ook |ike a ghost.

He went on. He was shaking all over. There was nothing in the universe nore deadly than a
terrified Barl ey.

Col grave followed him | followed Col grave. Priest, Mca, and the Trolledyngjan crowded us. W
spread

out to receive whatever greeting awaited us. Barley was a step or two ahead.

The creature in red reposed on a dark basaltic throne. The floor surrounding, it had been
inscribed with a pentagramof live fire. The signs and sigils defining its angles and points
wriggled and gl eaned. The floor itself seened darker than a m dnight sky.

This was the source of light. The only source. There were torches atop the red thing's throne, but
they were not alight.

The creature's eyes were closed. A gentle snmile lay upon its delicate |ips.

"Kill it?" | whispered to Colgrave. | bent ny bow.

"Wait. Move aside a little and be ready."

Barley started forward, blade rising. Col grave caught his sleeve.

At the sane instant one of the black birds flopped past us, positioned itself in Barley's path.
"We're here," Colgrave said softly; to hinself. "So what do we do now?"

He had altered again. Once nore he was the mell owed Col grave. The ol d Col grave did not know the
word we.

"You don't know?" | whispered.

"Bownan, |'ma nan of action. Action begets action, till resolution... My goal has been to get
here. | haven't thought past that. Now | nust. For instance, what happens if we do kill this
t hi ng? What happens if we don't? To us, | nmean. And to everyone el se.

Those aren't the kinds of things Col grave usually worries about."

| understood. Tonorrow had never nmattered aboard Dragon. Life on that devil ship had been a
perpetually frozen Now. Looki ng backward had been a gl ance at a foggy place where everything

qui ckly becane | ost. Looking ahead had consisted of waiting for the next battle, the next victim
ship, with perhaps hope for a little rape or drunkenness before we fired her and | eaned back to
enjoy the screans of her crew Tonorrow had al ways been beyond our control, entirely in the hands
of whi msi cal gods.

They had taken renmarkable care of us for so long, till they slipped us that |eft-handed one with
the Itaskian sorcerer....

Here we stood at a crossroads. We had to decide on a path, and both went down the back side of a
hill. We could only guess which was the better

If we could even glean a hint of what they were. The trails were virtually invisible fromthis
side of the crest.

"Ready your arrows, Bowman," Colgrave told ne. "If he needs it, put the first one between his
eyes. O down his throat. Don't give himtinme to caste a spell.™

"What' || your signal be?"

"You nmake the decision. There won't be tinme for signals."

We | ocked gazes. This was a new Col grave i ndeed. Techni que was mny private province, but the

deci sion to shoot had never been m ne

"Think for Dragon," he said. And | realized that that was what he was trying to do, and had been
for the past several days. And Col grave was unaccustonmed to thinking for or about anyone but

hi msel f.

As was |. As was |.
A trenor passed through nmy linbs. Colgrave sawit. H's eyebrow rose questioningly.
“I''ll be all right." I nocked a different arrow. The notion was old and famliar. My hands stopped

trenbling. "You see?"

He nodded once, jerkily, then spun to face the creature in red.

It remai ned unchanged. It slept, wearing that insouciant smle. "Wake himup," Col grave ordered.
Barl ey started forward.

"Don't enter the pentacle!" the A d Man snapped. "Find another way."

The Trol |l edyngj an took an amul et fromround his neck. "This be having no potency here anyway," he
said. He flung it at the sleeper

It corruscated as it flew It trailed snoke and droplets of flame. It fell into the sorcerer's
| ap.
The creature junped as if stung. Its eyes sprang open. | pulled ny arrowto ny ear.

Mne were the first eyes it net. It |ooked down the length of ny shaft and slowy settled back to
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its throne, its hand folded over the anulet in its lap. W had dealt it a stunning surprise, but

after that first reaction it hid it well. It turned its gaze fromnme to Col grave

They stared at one another. Neither spoke for several mnutes. Tinme stretched into an eternity.
Then the thing in red said, "There is no evading fate, Captain, | see what you nean to do. But you
cannot redeemyourself by killing ne instead of those whom| desire slain. In fact, unless

nm sread you, you have slain to reach me. Werefore, then, can you expect redenption?"

His lips were parted a quarter inch, still smling. They never noved while he spoke. And | was

never sure whether | was hearing with ny ears or brain.

I do not know what was on Col grave's mnd. The sorcerer's remarks did not deflate him So
presune that he had seen the paradox already.

"Nor can you win redenption sinply through perfornmng acts. There nust be sincerity.
inflection in his voice, but | swear he was nocki ng us.

I remenbered an old friend who had di sappeared | ong ago. Whal eboats had never been very sincere.
Unl ess he had hidden it damed well.

"The dammed can be no nore dammed than they already are," Colgrave countered. A grimrictus of a
smle crossed his tortured face. "Perhaps the not-yet-damed can be spared the horror of those who
are."

My eyes never left ny target, but my mind ran wild and free. This was

Col grave, the mad captain of the ghost ship? The terror of every man who put to sea? | had known
himforever, it seened, and had never sensed this in him

We all have our nysterious deeps, | guess. | had been learning a | ot about ny shipmates lately.
"There is life for you in ny service," the sorcerer argued. "There is no life in defying ne. Wat
| have once called up | can al so banish."

"This be no life," the Troll edyngjan nuttered. "W be but Oskoreien of the sea.”

Pri est nodded.

Barl ey was poised to charge. Col grave caught his sleeve lightly. Like the faithful old dog he was,
Barl ey rel axed.

| relaxed too, letting nmy bow slack to quarter pull. It was one of the nobst powerful ever nade.
Even | could not hold it at full draw | ong.

| stopped watching the sorcerer's eyes. There was sonethi ng hypnotic about them sonething ainmed
specially at ne.

H s hands caught ny attention. They began noving as he argued with Col grave, and | ignored his
words for fear there would be something conpelling hidden in his voice. H's hands, too, were

pl ayi ng at treacheries.

I whi pped ny shaft back to ny ear

Hi s hands dropped into his |lap. He stopped tal king, closed his eyes.

A wave of power inundated nme. The creature was terrified of nme! O ne!

It was the power | had felt as Dragon's second nost famous crewnran, while standing on her poop as
we bore down on a victim mny arrows about to slay her hel msman and officers. It was the power that
had nmade ne the second nost feared phenonenon of the western seas.

It was the absolute power of |ife and death.

And in that way, | soon realized, he was using nme too

| had the power, and he did fear ne, but he was playing to nmy weakness for that power, hoping that
it would betray ne into his hands. In fact, he was counting on using all our weaknessess...

He was a bol d, courageous, and subtle one, that creature in red. Wiatever the stakes in his gane,
he was not reluctant to risk losing. Not one man in a mllion would have faced Dragon's crew for a
chance at an enpire, let alone have recalled us fromour fog-bound grave.

He spoke again. And again he nade weapons of his hands, his eyes, his voice. But he no | onger
directed them ny way.

He chose Barley. It made a certain sense. Barley was the nost w cked killer of us all. But | held
the power of death, and Barley would have to get past Colgrave and Priest to take it away from ne
He whirled and charged. And the Troll edyngjan smacked the back of his head with the flat of his

There was no

ax. Barley pitched forward. He lay still. Colgrave knelt beside him his eye burning with the old
hatred as he glared at the creature in red.
I nodded to the Trolledyngjan. | was pleased to see that | was not alone in ny awareness of what

the sorcerer was doing.

"I think you just nade a mi stake," Col grave said.

"Perhaps. Perhaps |I'll send you back to your waiting place. There are other nmeans to ny ends. But
they're much slower...."

"You shoul dn't ought to have done that," Priest said. "Barley was ny friend."

What ? | thought. You never had a friend in your life, Priest.
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One of the black birds shrieked warningly. Col grave reached out....

Too late. Priest's left hand blurred. A throwi ng knife flaned across the space between hi nsel f and
the creature in red.

The sorcerer withed aside. The bl ade sl ashed his | eft shoulder. H's |eft hand rose, a finger
poi nting. He screaned sonething.

"Wzard!" | snarl ed.

And | oosed ny shaft.

It passed through his hand and snoked away into darkness. He | ooked down the | ength of ny next
shaft. Hi s bl oody hand dropped into his lap. Pain and rage seethed in him but he fought for
control. He wadded his robe around his hand.

My gaze flicked to Colgrave. W had a standoff here. And unless the Od Man did sonething, that
wi zard woul d pick us off one by one. Col grave had to decide which way to junp.

Col grave had to? But he had told ne.... But...
XV
Al'l the black birds had joined us. They were big. |I called them al batrosses, but their size was

the only thing they had in common. They |ined up between us and the wi zard. Their pupilless yell ow
eyes seened to take in everything at the sane tine.

They were doing their dammdest to nake sure we knew they were there.

| had al ways been aware of them For nme they had become as nuch a part of Dragon as Col grave or
mysel f. What were they? Lurkers over carrion? Celestial em ssaries? Sonetines, because

synmpat hized with their plight, | wanted to nake them sonet hing nore than what they were.

Those sentinels posted by a dead man were as trapped as we. Maybe nore than we were. Their exit

m ght be even narrower.

Nei t her Col grave nor the creature in red paid them any heed. To those two the birds were squawki ng
nui sances | eft from another tine.

Those squawki ng nui sances had been trying to guide us since our recall. W had sel dom heeded t hem
Maybe we shoul d have.

Wiy were they trying to intercede? That had to be beyond their original wit. That, surely, had
been but to keep their summoner informed of what was happeni ng anongst things he could only

bani sh, not destroy.

| suppose his | astsecond death conpelled themto interpret their mssion for thensel ves.

One squawked and threw itself into the pentagram

There were sorceries upon that bird. It was nothing of this world. The spells shielding the thing
inred were | ess efficacious against it than they had been agai nst arrow, dagger, or amul et.
Nonet hel ess, it fell before it reached the sorcerer. The stench of snoldering feathers assailed ny
nostrils. Snoke boiled off the withing bird. It enitted some of the npbst pathetic sounds |I had
ever heard.

Then, like the bird the sorcerer had downed at sea, it became a snake of snoke and slithered off

i ke black lightning, through air and cellar wall.... | presuned.

The thing in red had begun sone silent enchantnent. W now faced it amidst a vast plain, walled by
m sts instead of |inmestone.

A second bird threwitself into the pentacle the instant the first changed and hurtled off.

It penetrated a foot farther. Then a third flopped clumsily forward, achieving perhaps fourteen

i nches nore than the second.

M ca's voice echoed eerily fromthe nmist behind us. "Captain. Bowran. Hurry up. There's a big nob
in the street. They're arned. We're in trouble if they break in."

Another bird hurled itself at the sorcerer. This one managed to sink its beak into an ankle.

The sorcerer called down a thunderbolt. It scattered flesh and feathers.

Anot her | eapt.

The A d Man said, "Have Toke and Tor gather the nen behind the house, Sailnmaker. If we're not up

inten mnutes, go back to Dragon. Tell themnot to wait for us. They'll have to clear the estuary
before the fleet gets back from Cape Bl ood."
"Captain!"

I could read Mca's thoughts. Wat would they do wi thout Col grave? Dragon woul d becone |ifel ess
wit hout the dead captain's will animating it.

"Do as | say, Sail naker."

Two bl ack birds threw thenselves into the pentacle together. The sorcerer got the first in mdair.
The second landed in his lap, tearing with beak and tal ons.

They had to be driven by nore than their original assignnent. Maybe the gods were interceding....
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Barl ey clanbered to his feet with the Od Man's help. He was groggy. Col grave dithered round him
The grunmble of a crowd working itself up reached the cellar

We were in trouble.

"Maybe we ought to run for it," Priest suggested.

Colgrave hit himwth that one cold eye. "Col grave doesn't run." Then, "W have an eneny here." He
indicated the thing in red. "He's decided to send us back. W have to stop him Sixty nmen counting
on us.... | don't want any of us to go back. It's for forever this tinme."

"Il buy that,” | muttered. It reflected nmy thinking of the noment. But | was surprised to hear
it fromthe Ad Man. It was not his kind of thinking

It seenmed that the black birds had been trying to stop us from conpoundi ng our sins. That was all
I could get their adnonitory squawks to add to. "Sorry, guys," | murrmured. A sin or two | ooked
necessary for the greater welfare.

I did not want to see that quiet, fog-bound sea again. Ei ghteen years was |ong enough. The others
felt the sane.

I could see just one way to get out of it. Kill the sorcerer in red. Another nurder

What was one nore death on ny soul ? | asked nyself. Not a pennywei ght.

The | ast black bird hurled itself into the pentagram

The sorcerer was covered with blood, reddening its clothing even nore. Pain had destroyed the
delicacy of its face. And yet a tiny smle began to stretch its lips again.

| drewto ny ear and let an arrow fly.

The others had the same idea at the sanme instant. The Troll edyngjan hurled his ax. Priest and
Barl ey flung thensel ves agai nst the wani ng Power of the pentagram Colgrave drew his bl ade and
followed at a nore casual pace. The Troll edyngj an whi pped out a dagger and joi ned him

My arrow and the Troll edyngjan's ax did not survive the smashing fist of a lightning bolt. Both
weapons touched the creature in red, but only lightly.

The | ast bird became another serpent of night and slithered off to wherever they went when they
devol ved

The spells protecting the sorcerer gnawed at Priest and Barley. They screaned |like souls in

t or ment .

And kept on.

They were Col grave's favorite hounds, those two. Because not hing stopped them

They had been the two nost dreaded-in-fighters on the western seas.

A continual |ow noan emanated fromthe Trol |l edyngjan. Col grave made no sound at all. He just

| eaned ahead like a man striding into a gale, his eye fixed on the sorcerer's throat.

Priest and Barley went down. They withed the way the birds had. But they kept trying to get to
the creature in red. Barley's blade struck sparks fromthe stone beside the wi zard' s ankl e.

Its smle grew larger. It thought it was w nning.

| sped three arrows as fast as | coul d.

The first did no good at all. The second pinked himlightly. It distracted himfor an instant.
His attackers surged at him threatening to bury him

I sent my third arrow beneath Col grave's upraised arm It buried itself in the creature's heart.

The A d Man's blade fell. It sliced the flesh away from one side of that delicate face

The thing slowy stood. A nournful wail cane frombetween its notionless lips. The sound rose in
pitch and grew | ouder and |l ouder. | dropped ny bow and cl apped ny hands over ny ears.

That did not help. The sound battered ne till | ached.

The Trol |l edyngj an was down with Priest and Barley. | did not expect themto rise ever again.

The creature in red touched Col grave. My captain started to drop too.
He fell slomy, like a mighty kingdom crunbling.
"Go, Bowman," he told nme in a voice that was hardly a whisper, yet which | heard through the

sorcerer's wail. "Take Dragon back to sea. Save the nen."

"Captain!" | seized his armand tried to drag hi maway. The thing in red touched him The touch
anchored the A d Man.

"Get the hell out of here!"™ he growed. "I'Il handle him™"

"But...."

"That's an order, Bowman."
He was ny Captain. These were ny conrades. My friends.
"WIl you get the hell gone?"

He used the old Colgrave's voice. It was strong. Conpelling. | could defy it then no nore than
ever before. | seized ny bow and fl ed.
XV
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The others had needed little urging to nmake a run for it. Mca and the Kid were the only ones
hangi ng around when | hit the nansion's door. Not counting the owner and half an army of citizens
headed our way.

It was your basic nob. A ravening killer nonster made up of harm ess shopkeepers. An organi sm

wi t hout fear because it knew its conponents were repl aceabl e.

M ca screeched, "Come on, Bow nman! You going to wait till they tie you to a burning stake?"

I was not as nunb as | | ooked. | was |ooking for the thousand-eyed nonster's brain cells. | had
ei ght good arrows |eft.

But Mca was right. The nob did not have a brain. Random fragnents had begun vandali zing the
grounds.

I took off round the side of the house.

As we | oped along, the Kid asked, "Wat happened down there? Were's Barley and Priest and the
Trol |l edyngjan and the O d Man?"

"Down there. Al gone but the O d Man and the sorcerer. The thing is all chopped up, but it's
still alive." "You left himthere?" "He nade ne, Kid. You ever win an argunment wth Col grave?" He
just grinned.

"Hold up for a second, Bownan," Mca panted. W were in the street now and drawi ng some startl ed
| ooks. "What happens when they go?"

"What ?"

"Col grave runs us. What do we do wi thout hinf? And that w zard called us back. \Wat happens when he
di es? To his spells?"

"Ch. Man. | don't know. " | was no expert on w zardry. Sonme sorceries devolved with the death of
the sorcerer, and sone did not. | could not tell himwhat he wanted to know.

There were shouts behind us. | wheeled. Part of the nob was after us.

"Let's take them" the Kid said.

There were about twenty of them For a Dragon sailor, protected by the Bowran, the odds did not

| ook bad.

The earth started quivering like a bear in restless slunber. The tinbers of nearby buil dings
creaked.

Qur pursuers stopped, |ooked back

We coul d see the steep tiled roofs of the nmansion. Cracks |ightninged across them They began
sagging, as if some huge invisible hand were pressi ng downward. ..

The cracks | eaked a black fog that |ooked first cousin to the one that dogged Vengeful D. The
breeze did nothing to disperse it.

"Let's hike," | said. "While they're distracted. Maybe we can catch the others."

I was afraid Toke and Tor would sail w thout us.

Coul d anger be an absol ute? The cloud over the mansion said it could be. | felt it froma quarter
mle away.

That shadow was a being. It echoed the feeling | had been given by the creature in red. | now

under st ood our anbi guous reactions to the sorcerer. He or she had no neaning if the thing were not
human at all.

It was not alone. A second being held it in a deathgrip. That being radi ated an absol ut eness too,
an utter refusal to yield to any other will.

"Col grave, " | whispered.

Col grave had been a man, of that there was no doubt. But he had been larger than |life and ani nated
by a determ nation so unswerving that it had made hi ma deni god.

"Children of evil," Mca nuttered.
We resumed wal king toward the waterfront. No one interfered. W were forgotten
The Torian Hill shook |like a vol cano about to give birth.

"What ?" | asked.

"We are all children of evil," Mca said

"What're you tal ki ng about?" He was off on sone sideways |ine of thought, saying the obvious and
not meani ng what he was saying. "Keep stepping. | don't think the Ad Man will win this one."
"He already has, Bowman. He's forced that thing to take its natural form Look. It's fading. It
can't stay here that way."

He was right. The thing was evaporating the way a cloud of steam does.

So was the thing created by the will of nmy Captain.

In mnutes they were gone.

There were tears in nmy eyes. Mne. The Bowran's. And | was the deadliest, coldest, nost
renorsel ess killer ever to sail the western seas, excepting only the man for whomny tears fell
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I had hated himwith a passion as deep and black and cold as the water in the ocean's deepest
deeps. Yet | was weeping for him

| averted ny face fromthe others.

I had not wept since | did not know when. Maybe after | had killed my wife, when | had been alive

and still one of the smaller evils plaguing the world.
W reached Dragon. They had the nooring lines in but the gangplank still down. The crew nanned the
rail. Their eyes were on the hills behind the city. Their faces showed relief when we raced onto

the wharf. Then di smay when they realized we three were the |ast.

They had the drunk at the head of the gangpl ank, holding himlike a hostage agai nst Portsnouth's
ill-will. "The ot hers?" Toke asked. "They won't be coming,"” | replied. "Wiat do we do?" "You're
asking ne?" He was First Oficer. He should have taken charge.

He | ooked me in the eye. He did not have to speak to tell ne that he was no Col grave, that he was
i ncapabl e of comandi ng Vengeful Dragon

| glanced around. Every eye fixed me with that same expectant stare.

| amthe Bownan, | thought. Second only to Colgrave... Second to none, now. "All right. Mca. Take
the old guy and | eave himon the wharf. Healthy. Tor, standby to nmke sail."

Sone of them | ooked at nme oddly. Letting the drunk go was not Dragon's style.

But Dragon had changed. We had learned, just a little, the meanings of pity and mercy.

"G ve himsonmething to tell his grandkids," | remarked to Tor, whose di sappoi ntment was obvi ous.
He was the nost bloodthirsty and | east changed nenber of the crew

A breeze rose as the gangplank came in. It was a perfect breeze. It would carry us into the
channel at just the right speed. | assuned Col grave's old place on the poop and peered at the sky.
"You still with us?" | rmurnmnured.

| started. For an instant | thought | saw faces in the racing clouds. Strange, alien faces with
eyes of ice, in which no hint of notivation could be read.

Was this what Col grave had seen? Had he just | ooked up whenever he wanted to know if the gods were
still with us?

I had a lot tolearn if | was going to replace the dd Man.... | |ooked at the clouds again. | saw
not hi ng but clouds. | nagination?

| paused to reflect on the fact that | was the only survivor anmong Dragon's four great evils.

Way? What had they done that | had not? O was it the reverse?

The crew seened thin. How many had been redeened? "Toke, take a nuster."

"I have, Captain. W lost five besides those you know. One-Hand Nedo, Fat Poppo...."

"Poppo? Really? He said he knew.... I'mglad for him But we'll mss themall."

"W will, Captain.”

Mca's "W are all children of evil" returned to me. | think | understood now. He was stating the
reason why | could not understand why sonme had been redeened and sonme not. The evil in us was such

that we could not recognize facts laid openly before us. It would take a monent of truth, an
instant of revelation, to drive the nmessage hone.

I renenbered sitting with Priest and Mca and the Kid, fishing, pulling in a sand shark that just
could not quit hitting our hooks. | glanced at the clouds and wondered if they would quit the way
we had quit trying to teach that stupid shark

XVI

The dividing line between the sea and the Silverbind's flood is as sharp as a pen stroke. Turgid
brown against slightly choppy jade. The two do not mix till you are out of sight of |and.

Dragon is in the brown, straining toward the green. W have bent on every piece of canvas we can
find. Lank Tor is up top yelling things nobody wants to hear

"Anot her one. Captain. On the starboard quarter."”

Their sails crowd the north. They cane back in a hurry.

I try to think Iike Col grave. Wat would he do?

Col grave woul d fight. Col grave al ways fought.

| try to renenber his face. | cannot. The forgetful ness of Dragon is at work. Before |long he, and
the others, will be conpletely forgotten and we'll have a whole new style

It is necessary. Col grave was incapabl e of backing down. But Dragon is no |onger invincible. These
Itaskian's fathers proved how vincible we are. They just have to be willing to pay an extrene
price.

I look at the clouds. "You tired of hauling in the same stupid sharks?"

A distant cloud wears a face for an instant. | swear it sticks out its tongue.

The tongue is lightning. It stabs the sea. "Steer for that,” | order. The hel msman shifts our
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headi ng.

Anot her bolt falls. Then another and another. The sky grows dark. The wi nd picks up. Dragon fairly
dances toward the sudden foul weather. The sails in the north seemto bounce in anger as this slim
chance to escape devel ops.

"Dam you!" | shake a fist at the sky. For an instant | think I hear nocking | aughter

The seasickness is grinding ny entrails already. It will be tearing nme apart after we hit the
storm

The gods do have senses of humpr. But the level seens to be that which ties the tails of cats for
drapi ng over clotheslines.

Lightning bolts are falling like the javelins of a celestial arny. The hel nsman is nervous. He
keeps glancing ny way, awaiting the order to turn away. Qthers join him

Nobody asks questi ons.

My predecessor trained themwell.

Now they are hitting the sea around us. W have never seen anything like this...

"Tor ?"

"They're comng after us, Captain.”

Those bol d, brave fools. They would be. They know the gane well now. They know they have to be as
determ ned as we.

The granddaddy bolt of themall hits the mainmast. Tor shrieks. The mast snaps. Topnen scream The
Kid tunmbl es through the rigging and hits the maindeck with a thud I can hear over the roar of w nd
and sea. The masts, the spars, the lines and stays all begin to glow Dragon craws with a pale,
cold fire that nust be visible for niles.

She rides up a nmountai nous wave and pl unges down its nether side.
Dar kness cones, sudden and sharp as a swordstroke.
I amstriding across the poop when it does, intending to take a | ook at the Kid.

| tripinto the rail when the light returns as suddenly as it went. | catch nyself, |ook around.
We are in a bank of dense fog. The sea is absolutely still. "Damed! No."

The fogs thins quickly. | can see ny comuand.

The men are scattered over the decks, notionless, eyes glassy. | know where we are, what has

happened. W have returned to the begi nning, and Col grave's sacrifices were in vain.

The jokes of the gods can be damed cruel

The fog gives way. W glide into the heart of a circle of lifeless jade sea. Lethargy gnaws at ne.
It takes all ny will to take up my bow so | can use it as a prop on which to | ean

I will not go down. | will not fall. | refuse. They do not have the Power...

Dragon eases to a stop and begins revolving slowy in the inperceptible current. The featureless
face of the fog slides past. The mi st overhead is |light sonetinmes, and sonmetimes dark. It does not

meke an exciting sky. Before long | lose interest in counting the days.
It will not be long before | cease to think at all
Till then, | nust try to find the answer. Wat did | do wong?
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