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“I am so glad that you have summoned me here this morning, Your Magnificence,” Ruzi said to King Vigshi.

“I think we can dismiss the formalities this day, young lady,” King Vigshi replied.

Ruzi smiled and bowed her head. Though she was in the throne room, in the King’s Palace in Amlara, the seat of power for the whole of the kingdom of Adahilara, this was not an unfamiliar place to her. The palace had become something of a second home for her, and that wasn’t an entirely bad thing.

Two years ago she and her brother had taken part in a rebellion against Vigshi’s predecessor. They had done so with a witch-in-training from the nomads to the north of the kingdom, an outlaw who had become a spy for the Kingdom of the Coast, and a dragon. Their rebellion hadn’t been centered on violence, but instead on undermining support for the former King and exposing the corruption that King had allowed to take place.

Once the rebellion had ended Du the spy, Gray the dragon, and Biya the witch had left the kingdom. Du and Gray had returned for visits twice the previous year and for the first time this year, about a month ago. They wanted to make certain all was going well.

Ruzi had been among several folk Du and Gray had asked to make certain Adahilara recovered from its problems. As it happened, her father was Prince Sadra, the ruler of one of the provinces of Adahilara. That granted her not just the right to remain in Amlara to continue her studies, but the duty to keep watch on the seat of the kingdom.

There were matters to look out for, but overall the kingdom was a much better than it had been before the rebellion started. Though King Vigshi was by nature a scribe he had proven to be a clever and capable ruler. He’d moved slowly against the rot at first, but this had proved to be a scheme on his part. He dealt with the worst of the worst first, the ones no one liked, then prosecuted the lesser but more popular dishonest figures. He had his advisors had changed the laws so they couldn’t be abused or exploited anymore. He’d ousted the High Priests and Priestesses the previous King had unjustly installed.

The changes even extended to the throne room itself. There were still colorful and patterned curtains on the windows. But the painted scenes of battles on the walls had been replaced with scenes of the non-violent past of the kingdom. The smell of flowers, which had permeated the room when Ruzi had first entered it two years ago, was also gone, replaced by whatever scents were in the air at the time.

Because of her duties to her father, Ruzi found herself visiting the throne room at least a few times each month. The visits were during the day, like this one was. Not that she was worried about whispers if she had to visit at night. King Vigshi was ten to fifteen years older than she, not that tall or strong, and had little interest in men or women. His interests were in writing, ruling Adahilara, and his adopted children, though the order seem to change from day to day.

Not that she would have utterly rejected his affections if he’d given them to her. He was the King of Adahilara, after all.

Her own affections were torn, she was discovering. She didn’t have an eye for Vigshi, but there were a couple of handsome young men around the palace that had caught her eye. So too had a couple of merchant’s daughters. She was therefore hesitant to act on any of those possibilities.

The former would be more conventional, to be sure, but there was a risk to a witch falling in love with a man. If they had children, and one of those children was a daughter, that daughter would likely have Ruzi’s talent for magic. However, it was known everywhere that daughters of witches tended to have less control over their talent than their mothers. That lack of control could make the casting of their spells anything from difficult to dangerous. She didn’t think love was worth taking that sort of a risk.

As for the latter, affections between women weren’t something entirely acceptable in Adahilara just yet. The past three Kings had limited witches to only helping the most wealthy and powerful in the kingdom. Though they couldn’t keep witches from using magic to help more than just highest levels of society, the work of witches had become uncommon to many folk.

That meant common folk also hadn’t experienced much about the lives of witches, either.

It would take the folk of Adahilara time to understand why witches cast their affections as they sometimes did. It would take them time to understand that more than just witches chose unconventional relationships. Until then, Ruzi was concerned about following her heart, especially considering that her father was a Prince.

All that, though, was for the future. For now, Ruzi was curious why Vigshi had summoned her away from her work. “I trust there is a reason for my visit, Magnificence.”

Vigshi nodded. “Indeed there is. Matters in the kingdom are good, yes?”

“Fairly good. There is still injustice here and there.”

Vigshi sighed. “There will always be injustice when there’s wealth to be had.”

“I suppose so.”

“Our relations with our neighbors are good, yes?”

Ruzi started to nod in agreement, then hesitated. “With those we know much about, yes.”

“Quite so. We are on good terms with the Bands of the Peaks. We have a treaty with the Kingdom of the Coast. We are seeing an increase in trade from the kingdom and from their allies to the east of us.”

“And yet?”

“And yet, trade is still modest going to our west. The small land domains past our western border still need more from us than we from them. We profit, but we gain no knowledge from them. Nor do we know if there are lands past theirs that we ought to contact.”

“Don’t these things take time, Magnificence?”

“They do. But then there’s the trade from the Kingdom of Omdajar. Or, should I say, the spotty trade from there.”

She sighed and nodded to him. The previous King and his ancestors had been effective in cutting off trade with the Kingdom of the Coast and their allies. They had also been effective at first in cutting off trade to Omdajar to the west. But just enough luxuries had come from there for them to give in and allow some trade west.

Because there was very little of that trade, and the land route there was long, the sea trade became very valuable. That had attracted the attention of the “City of Pirates,” a city overrun with outlaws. For two generations now ships from that city had raided shipping between Adahilara and Omdajar. The raids made shipping risky and therefore occasional.

“I thought the City of Pirates was closer to Omdajar than here,” she said.

“It is. I was able to get a message to the King there a couple of months ago, and he was able to reply to me. It seems that the it’s not only that pirate ships sail from that city. The King believes that the city itself is a haven for outlaws.”

“The whole city?”

“That’s what his message said, Ruzi. He fears that taking the city would be a bloody and costly venture.”

“He’s not interested in dealing with the pirates? Not willing?”

“I looked over the archives of the palace as it relates to Omdajar. Though that kingdom covers quite a large expanse of land, much of it is desert. There are a few places inland where there is water, but most of the cities there are on the coast.”

“How does that relate to the pirates?”

“To gather a force to hold a city, any King of Omdajar would have to use the coastal roads to march soldiers to a central gathering point.”

She took in a breath. “Which would take time.”

“And would be difficult to conceal. If the pirates discovered the plan, they could not only attack the gathering spot, but attack soldiers on the march.”

“They couldn’t win such battles, could they?” She shook her head. “It wouldn’t be about winning, would it?”

“No. It would be about delay and fear.”

“Slow the march, and make other soldiers afraid to move.”

“Soldiers, or the nobles or officers commanding them afraid.”

She nodded. “Then that King has fair reasons to be fearful of challenging these pirates.”

“I can understand them, Ruzi. I don’t agree entirely with them, but I understand them.”

“Magnificence, do you believe that if this pirate problem is to be solved, we must solve it?”

“I’m starting to think that, yes. I’m also starting to worry about the problem itself.”

“Worry?”

“You haven’t heard?”

She thought back over the reports from the southern coast of the kingdom. Nothing came into her mind, but she was trying to remember in the heat of the moment. “If it’s something I was told, or heard about, I may not remember it. I have been busy with my studies.”

“True.” His brows furrowed. “I also now can’t recall whether or not you were informed of this, or I just presumed you’d have heard around the city or the palace.”

She smiled. “Tell me, and I might recall.”

He smiled back. “Certainly. Over the winter, pirate ships were seen in the waters east of Adahilara.”

Her smile vanished. “East? Near the waters of those island kingdoms?”

He nodded to her. “The island allies of the Kingdom of the Coast, yes.”

“Seen, Magnificence. Did they strike at any ships?”

“They stole from one or two. I don’t believe the losses were great.”

“But the news is troubling, yes?”

“Very troubling. If they can sail around our southern coast and raid ships moving between those islands and us, they can disrupt the goods that are starting to flow again between us and our eastern neighbors. They could also disrupt the trade between the Kingdom of the Coast and those islands.”

“Their King would demand we act, yes?”

“He would demand someone act. As we’re the closest land to this City of Pirates, that demand would be directed to me.”

“What’s to be done?”

Vigshi shook his head. “That I don’t know. I should like to learn more about this city. I should also like to learn more about Omdajar. Would it be possible to coordinate a strike against this city?”

“Approach from land and sea?”

“No. I doubt our neighbors to the west would allow an army from Adahilara to march across their lands, even if I assured them that they weren’t the target of that army.”

“I suppose not.”

“No, the approach would be by sea, but from east and west. But we’d have to know what the coast is like. Could both kingdoms sail soldiers to land on either side of the city? Or can the city only be approached by the sea?”

“I can understand that.”

“More than that, Ruzi, we know little about these pirates themselves.” Vigshi grinned. “Well, we did until several days ago.”

“We did?”

“Yes. Yesterday word came from Prince Dutri of Adturo. A ship sailed into port there. Members of the crew got into a couple of brawls in the city. The Prince had those men arrested. He found on them coins from the Kingdom of the Coast and a couple of those island domains.”

“Coins?” She gasped. “Stolen?”

“Prince Dutri was suspicious of men having coins from the east. Especially since the men arrested were brawling, and the owner of the ship wasn’t doing any trading in the city.”

“What did he do?”

“He had the ship seized. He not only found cargo in that ship that could have been sold there, but he found bows, crossbows, arrows and bolts, grappling tools, and an array of knives and axes.”

“Weapons?” Her eyes widened. “He seized a pirate ship?”

“Dutri thinks he has. He’s had the witch there putting men under a truth spell. At least a few have admitted to piracy.”

“Remarkable, Magnificence.”

“The Gods have blessed us.”

“Why tell me?” She inhaled a breath. “You wish me to go to Adturo?”

“I do, Ruzi. It will be the start of an important journey.”

“A journey?”

“Yes. I want you to race down to Adturo and assist in the questioning, if such assistance is needed. If not, gather all you can from the pirates.”

“As you command, Magnificence. Then I return?”

“No. I want you to go west to our neighbors. Ask what they know of this City of Pirates. They may not know anything, but I think the visit will be helpful.”

“Why?”

“I’ve sent messages to those Kings, but I have to remain here in Amlara fixing what the previous three Kings broke. It will be a few years before I can think of leaving the city to visit other domains. I wish you to go, with letters from me explaining your journey, and for you to inform them of matters here.”

“Me?”

“You’re perfect, Ruzi. You are the daughter of a Prince, so you can speak with authority. You’ve spent a great deal of time here in Amlara the past two years. You know the kingdom well.”

“Thank you.”

“More than that, as a witch you’ve worked here in the palace but also in the city. You can tell them what the common folk think of matters here and around the kingdom.”

“The whole truth?”

“What lies are there to tell? Does every man and woman in Adahilara adore me? No. Are they safer now that I’m King? I think so. Is there less crime and corruption in the kingdom? I believe there is.”

“I believe so as well.”

“I see nothing wrong with them hearing that.”

She nodded to him. “Very well.”

“From there I wish you to go to Omdajar and see that kingdom. Is the King truly unable to deal with the pirates on his own? That I should like to know from someone I have faith in.”

She bowed her head. “Again, thank you, Magnificence.”

“Finally, and only if you can, Ruzi, I should like you to visit this City of Pirates. Tell me what you see and what you hear. Perhaps with an account from a witness, I can start to consider what can be done about that nest of vipers.”

“I will try.”

He smiled and pointed to her. “I know that you will.”

“When do I leave?”

“Not until you’ve visited the palace archive, and read the report from Prince Dutri. Knowledge is a form of strength.”

She grinned to him. “You don’t have to remind me if you don’t wish to, Your Magnificence. How we did what we did two years ago is still clear in my mind.”

He shrugged. “I can’t shake the scribe in me, even if I wanted to.”
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Ruzi spent the rest of the day in the palace archives doing as King Vigshi suggested. She found accounts of pirate raids in the recent past, namely the last generation, as well as reports of diplomatic travels to the kingdoms to the west.

What she learned about the pirates was a scattering of tales. Sometimes the pirates attacked during the day and sometimes at night. Some attacks were ambushes, where the pirates pretended to be an unarmed ship, but most attacks were intentional and known from the start. Sometimes there was just one ship robbing a victim and sometimes there were two or three ships.

That there might be more than one pirate ship surprised her at first. She didn’t know all that much about crime and criminals, but she wasn’t ignorant of such matters. She was the daughter of a Prince who administered justice in his province. She’d also been in the company of Du, who had once been and outlaw. There was also Biya, who as a member of the Bands of Peaks used to take part in raids on villages for food and metal.

She recalled Du saying over and over that, in the Kingdom of the Coast, bands of criminals tried to get along with each other, but rarely joined to form larger groups. There would be fights about the spoils, about where to hide, and about who was in charge. There was also the risk that one group would allow the others to get into serious trouble, jail or worse, to eliminate their rivals.

As for the Bands of the Peaks, Biya said they tended to raid for what they needed, rather than work with another band on a raid. Their domain covered a vast territory, and food could spoil and goods become lost while traveling home.

Then Ruzi pondered the matter of the pirates. If one ship was able to ambush their target, that ship wouldn’t need help from any other. But if they weren’t able to carry out an ambush they could lose the battle. There was also the chance that the crew of a pirate ship might not realize the crew of their target outnumbered them until the attack got underway. Having two or more ships lessened that chance.

It then occurred to her that word of one raid would reach a port. The local nobleman would send word of that raid to the noblemen of nearby provinces and to his King. Word would spread and not just about the attack. A report of the ship would get around, along with any descriptions of the crew. That pirate ship and its crew would find their criminal work difficult as ships became wary of them.

If the pirates had more than one ship on the sea, they could confuse such reports. One ship could raid then turn for home, while another ship with a different crew could attack at least a couple of ships freely. Having more than one ship would allow the pirates to cover a wider part of the sea looking for targets.

There was also the truth that these ships came from a “City of Pirates.” Such a name not only implied many pirates in that city, but more than one ship. The name also implied a need for those pirates to keep busy, to keep fed, and to keep in clothes, homes, and such. If there wasn’t a city full of pirates there probably wouldn’t be much trouble from them.

When she thought that she sucked in a breath. “That in turn suggests they protect each other,” she said to herself. “That they have worked together in the past, and could do so again.”

She wasn’t certain in that moment, but she felt that this might mean it would be harder than King Vigshi thought to take on the city and the ships.

She decided to push such thoughts to the back of her mind. Vigshi had been the High Scribe before he became King. If he had read over even some of the accounts she had, he no doubt would have already made similar observations. He wasn’t asking her to make the same observations he had, but to make new ones.

She spent the next day preparing to leave. Gray had given her instruction in the casting of flying spells. She crafted her own wand to allow her to fly. Gray had also helped her learn communication spells. She suspected that once she left Adahilara she would hear different languages. She cast a spell upon a common copper ring so that she’d be able to hear and be heard by anyone she met. She considering try to craft something so she could keep in contact with someone in Amlara, but decided that would be a great deal of work, and potentially more trouble than it might be worth.

The following morning she headed south to Adturo. Upon arrival she reported directly to Prince Dutri. He had been the son of the former Prince, who was a supporter of the ousted King. Thanks to the scheming of Du and the others, Dutri’s father had died of fright. That made Dutri not entirely happy with the rebellion. He was, however, very happy that the province he ruled was growing ever wealthier with the increase in trade.

After a polite greeting and her handing over the letter from Vigshi, Ruzi asked the Prince about the pirates. “They are all still in jail, I can assure you,” he replied archly.

“His Magnificence wasn’t concerned about you freeing them, Your Highness,” Ruzi said. “Though I am curious how you are able to keep so many of the jailed.”

“It’s a rather simple matter. First, I burned their ship.”

She raised an eyebrow at him. “Examining that ship could have been helpful.”

The Prince shook his head. “It’s a sailing ship like any other on the seas, young lady. Only the lack of a proper banner from the kingdom of origin marked it as a pirate ship.”

“All the same, Your Highness.”

“I don’t agree. And say what you wish to the King. Burning that ship means the rogues have none of their own to flee to.”

“What about taking another ship?”

“The docks are guarded now. More than that, I’ve separated the pirates.”

“Separated?”

“Indeed. One group is in a camp north of the city. Another group is at a camp next to a village east of here. The most important pirates are here, in jail in the Prince’s Palace.”

She nodded to the Prince. “I see.”

“Yesterday I sent word to the King of this arrangement. It’s my intention to keep the two groups outside the city held until winter, then let them go.” The Prince shook his head. “They confessed to piracy, but the ships they’d robbed weren’t ones of Adahilara. I can confine them for brawling, and for admitting to possessing stolen goods, but that’s all.”

“What of the ones you’ve jailed here?”

“I’d like the King to determine their fate. I can send them to the island domains to face punishment there. If the King asks, I can have them put under another truth spell and see if they’ll admit to robbing our ships. Then I can keep them here or send them north.”

“I will leave that to the King and to you, Your Highness. I should like to speak to one of the pirates.”

“Why? I have all their testimony, gained through truth spells.”

“I don’t need to know about their crimes. I need to know about them.”

The Prince sat still for a moment or two, then nodded to her. “Would you like to speak with their leader?”

She shook her head. “I think I need to see them to know who I want to speak with.”

“Very well. I’ll see that you’re escorted down to the cells. Then you’ll question him there? No, not in front of his fellows, young lady.”

“No. Have you a room where we might speak in private?”

“Several.”

A smile crept onto her face. “You have chambers for me, yes?”

“Indeed. As you were sent by the King, and you’re on business for the kingdom, I think it’s only right and proper that I give you a place to stay here in the Prince’s Palace.”

“Is it ready for me?”

“The guest chambers are already ready for guests, unless someone is staying in them.”

“Wonderful, Your Highness.”

“You will have to wait for your maidservant to be assigned to you.”

“That’s fine. Will it take long?”

“An hour. The palace servants are busy with the morning cleaning and washing.”

“Good. You said you had testimony from the pirates. Where are you keeping those accounts?”

“The accounts from their trials are in the palace archive. But copies are in the library.”

“I should like to go to the library, then, Your Highness, and read those accounts. When the maidservant is ready for me, have her come to the library.”

“I’ll have one of my soldiers outside the room.”

“The library? Yes. We can then go down to the cells, with an escort, and I can select a pirate to question.”

“Very well.”

With that Ruzi went from the throne room to the library. She read the accounts of the trials. They were much as the Prince had said they were. The trials were all focused on the brawl, the accusation of possessing stolen goods, and how the goods had been stolen. There was nothing about how the pirates had acquired the goods from the ship, nor how they had found the ship they’d raided. There was not even a word about the City of Pirates.

After reading the first account, the thought entered her mind that the Prince, his officers, and the local witch had all failed to do their best. As she went through the stack of papers she saw that they had indeed done their best. Some thirty men were placed on trial for brawling and piracy. The arrests had brought in more criminals in a couple of days than Adturo would see over a whole season. There was too much for everyone to do.

Another view of the matter that came to her was that the methods of the pirates and where they lived were not vital to the trial. They were vital to the kingdom, and to King Vigshi. That was why she was in Adturo. That information was what she’d come to acquire.

The Prince, like her father, only had to maintain order in his own province. It was the King who had to maintain order throughout the kingdom, deal with other rulers, and address threats to the kingdom. This particular ship of pirates was Prince Dutri’s problem. He had dealt with them. The rest was Vigshi’s problem.

Which was why she was there.

She was about halfway through the accounts of the trials when someone knocked on the library door. She went to the door and found a tall, slender woman about her own age waiting for her. The woman introduced herself as Ruzi’s maidservant for the length of her stay in the palace.

By then it had become clear to Ruzi that the accounts she’d read up to that point had told her all they could. Reading the rest would only take up time. She asked the servant’s help in putting away the accounts. Once that was done she had the soldier report to an officer that she was ready to visit the cells. She chatted with the servant about Adturo and the palace until a quartet of soldiers and an officer arrived.

The group went down the stairs to the jail cells. Ruzi had the officer bring forward the pirates one by one. They all had their wrists and ankles shackled. She could tell from the pungent scent of them that they hadn’t bathed in a while. Their clothes were also dirty.

Right away she could see something interesting about them. In appearance those men were all like men of Adahilara, with tanned skin, black hair, and dark eyes. But where the men of Adahilara dressed in proper trousers, these pirates wore something that was wide from waist to ankle. Not a one wore a shirt or tunic, but several had clothing that looked like the chainmail vests that Du said the soldiers of her kingdom wore, only the pirates’ vests were made of leather and not mail.

She next noticed that all the pirates had muscular builds but not overly so. None was tall as a tree and just as wide, nor looked like burly soldiers. The leaders of this ship didn’t appear to be the strongest. That suggested to her that the pirates might prize wit and cleverness over raw strength. She told herself to write that down when she had time.

In looking over the pirate prisoners, one stood out to her. Not in terms of height, because he was of average height. Not in terms of his face or build, for she felt two other pirates were more handsome than him. What she did see in his face was youth. His face and his shy manner suggested to her that he was the youngest of the group.

She pointed at him once she was done looking over the group. “I want that one brought to my chambers,” she said.

She had been aware since coming into womanhood that was quite attractive. She had a fair face, though with a weak nose, and her body was shapely in ways that men liked. She had little interest in using her appearance to her advantage. She was, after all, a witch. Her talent and intelligence were far more important to her, and to those around her, than whether or not the sight of her made men think of beauty and affection.

When Vigshi had given her the mission, one of the aspects that was clear to her was that she would need to question one of the arrested pirates. She had thought she might need the question the man about everything. As the trial accounts detailed their crimes in and on the way to Adturo, she didn’t need to question one about that matter. She would, though, need to know more about the pirates’ methods and the city they controlled.

What she didn’t want to do is rely on magic if she didn’t have to. She suspected that at some point she’d have to employ a truth spell on that man. But if she could postpone casting that spell for a while, she hoped she might trick the truth out of him. And if not the whole truth, then at least enough so that, when she did have to cast the truth spell on him, she’d know the right questions to ask.

That would be where her beauty would come in. That was, at least, her plan was.

She snapped her fingers, and everyone went into motion. The soldiers grabbed the man and pulled him from the cell. They closed the doors on the other cells. A glance towards the servant had her leading the way out of the jail, up one stairway, down a corridor, then up another stairway. The servant opened the doors to the room.

The bedchamber looked much like the one Ruzi had growing up. There was a good bed, a wardrobe, a writing table and chair, and colorful curtains over the window. Unlike her room back at her father’s palace, the furniture in this room was made of a wood that was a much lighter shade of brown than she was familiar with. Her traveling sack was already sitting by the wardrobe, waiting for her to put the things inside away.

She turned to the officer. “Tell His Highness that this will do well for me.”

“As you wish, Mistress,” he replied.

“Leave two soldiers outside my door.”

He blinked at her. “You don’t want their help?”

She smiled. “I shouldn’t need any help.”

He looked at her for another moment, then shrugged. He led the soldiers from the room.

She turned to the servant. “Wait outside as well.”

The servant, who looked to be a few years younger than Ruzi, simply bowed and retreated from the room.

Ruzi turned to the pirate, standing in the middle of the room. “What is your name, you handsome rascal?”

He swallowed. “Hikim.”

“Hikim. Such a soft name for such a strong young man.”

His eyes widened ever so slightly.

She took him by the arm and turned him so that he faced the bed. She pulled him a few steps closer to the bed. She moved to the edge of the bed, turned, and faced him. She put a wide grin on her face.

“It is a warm day, don’t you think?” she asked.

He shook his head.

“The days are as warm as this, where you’re from?”

“Yes.”

“It’s rather warm for me. Allow me to cool myself off.”

She pulled the blouse she wore up from her skirt. She then removed her blouse, revealing the white cloth tied around her breasts to keep them from moving around too much. She tossed the blouse on the bed. When she turned to face the pirate, his eyes were very wide and the corners of his mouth were up.

“You must have seen a woman before now,” she said to him.

“Not one so fair to look at,” he replied, his voice low.

“No? There are no pretty whores in the City of Pirates?”

“None like you.”

“And how would you know? Do you visit the places where they work?”

“We’re allowed visits after a successful voyage.”

That statement caught her attention. “A voyage? Then you don’t set out to hunt down just one ship?”

He shook his head. He then jerked his head back, and some of the pleasure vanished from his face. “You’re trying to fool me into answering your questions.”

She frowned. “You say that like it’s a bad thing. I suppose you don’t find me all that pretty, then. I’ll send you back and fetch one of the others.”

He shook his head more vigorously. “No! I mean, you are pretty.”

She took a step towards him. “Then why not answer my questions? If you do so, you’ll get more chances to see how pretty I am.”

“See?”

She smirked and arched both her eyebrows. “See, and perhaps feel.”

He held up his shackled wrists.

“I can work around those, Hikim.” She widened her smirk. “I can even ask for them to be removed. If you please me in other ways.”

He put down his arms and nodded.

“Good. Now, you mentioned having fun after a voyage. I asked if you only went out to hunt a single ship.”

“No. The King commands the master of a ship to sail out and not return until the hold is full of cargo.”

“How long can that be? Days? A month? A season?”

“Ten days to a month.”

“What if nothing is brought back?”

“A ship and crew always brings back something.”

“Always?”

“Yes. There are but five ships that answer to the King.”

“Five? And with your ship and crew in custody?”

“Four, I suppose.”

“How many ships are out at a time?”

“Only one. The ship stays out until the hold is full.”

“And if your ship does not return?”

“The longest anyone has waited has been a full month.”

“When did you sail out?”

“Eight days ago.”

She pressed close, rose to the tips of her toes, and gave him a kiss. She made certain not to press her body too much against his.

“Thank you, my young friend. What happens when you raid a ship?”

“We sail close and board. How else?”

“Do you approach during the day? At night?”

“Usually at night.”

“What spells do you use against a ship?”

“Spells?”

“Magic.”

“We have no magic. The Pirate Kings have offered a great reward for the capture of a witch. But no domain we sail against will put a witch on board.”

She felt that a domain ought to have asked a witch for such protection. She then recalled how limited magic had become in Adahilara under the rule of the previous three Kings. Putting witches on ships would risk the few the kingdom had. That suggested to her that the other domains plagued by these pirates either didn’t have that many witches either, or were more worried about witches being captured than about pirate attacks.

His statement also hinted to her a method she might employ if she was able to get into the City of Pirates and gather information.

“You said close at night,” she said. “I take it you board quietly.”

“As quietly as we can. A few men swim aboard as we get close.”

“Then what?”

“We take any cargo. If there are wealthy men aboard, we take their coins.”

“Even if those coins can’t be spent anywhere but in the domain they come from?”

“The Pirate King rewards the bringing of gold and silver to the city.”

“What of copper coins?”

“Copper is copper, no matter where it comes from.”

“You cannot use all the cargo you steal. What happens to it?”

At this he pressed his lips together. She guessed from his reaction that he was about to reveal some important secret.

She smiled as she reached behind her to loosen the belt that held up her skirt. She kept smiling as the skirt fell to the floor, revealing the tight cloth she had covering her loins. “If you are not pleased,” she said, softening her voice until it was sweet as honey, “I can send you away and question another.”

He swiftly shook his head.

“Tell me what happens to the cargo when you bring it into your city.”

He took in then let out a deep breath. “The more common of the city are allowed aboard a ship with only some of the crew. One of the Pirate King’s Guard takes command of the ship. It goes to a port, where the goods are sold.”

“Sold? To whom?”

“Merchants who ask no questions.”

“Where?”

“Ports in Omdajar. The Pirate King’s Guard knows. No one else knows.”

“But you know?”

“I’m young, so I have been on raids and trading voyages. We all must work up to being on a ship.”

“Work? What work do you do?”

“There are those who man the sails. The rest are the arm of the ship.”

“An arm?”

“The strength of the ship.”

She took in a breath. “The ones who go aboard a ship you’re raiding, yes?”

“Yes. We fight, but we also move the cargo aboard and move it off.”

“What else do you do while you’re at sea?”

“We take turns with the sails. We fish and cook. Except for the master and the navigator, we all share in the same duties.”

“How does one become master of a ship?”

“You work hard. You take part in raids.” He shook his head again. “Few become master of a ship. You must come to the attention of your master, then the Pirate King’s Guard, then the Pirate King himself.”

“How do you come to their attention?”

“Bravery. Trickery.”

“Being brave in a raid I understand. But trickery?”

“Skill at games. Being clever on raids. They say you learn what that means as you serve longer aboard a ship.”

“How is it that one becomes this Pirate King? Is it one of the ship masters?”

“No. The title of Pirate King is passed down from father to son. But the son must spend time aboard a ship, learning the duties and proving his bravery.”

“And the ship masters have no say in who rules them?”

“They do. The son of the Pirate King must gain their support to be elected as Pirate King.”

“Has any son not gained support?”

“I don’t recall any tales of such a thing.”

“Beyond the city where you live, what other land does this Pirate King rule?”

“Land?”

“Are there nobles who answer to him? Other cities? Towns?”

“No. There’s just the City of Pirates, and the farms around the city.”

“How do you become a pirate? Do you just ask?”

“No. You must be chosen.”

“How is one chosen?”

He swallowed.

She didn’t need to see any more of his hesitation. She undid the cloth covering her breasts and allowed it to fall to the floor. She leaned forward to kiss him, this time pressing close against his body and pushing his vest out of her way. She kept her lips against his until she could feel his posture relax.

She eased back and bent down. She picked up the cloth and gently held it over part of her chest with her left hand. “How is one chosen?”

“You must be from a pirate family,” he said quickly, “or you must defeat a man of a pirate family in one of the games.”

“Games? What games?”

“There are five games, held in spring and autumn. One is a test of fighting by hand. Another is a test of fighting with a weapon. There is a race on the ground and a race up ropes. In the final test, groups of four men face each other in battle.”

“Battle? Fighting? Are men hurt? Killed?”

He shrugged. “Perhaps once or twice a year someone is badly hurt falling from the ropes. There are sometimes bruises and broken bones in the fights. No real weapons are used, only wood, and you have to drop out if you’re too hurt to stand.”

“What’s the result of these games?”

“Winning and losing wagers, mostly. But if a man from a pirate family doesn’t do well over two years of games, he’ll never get a spot on a ship. If a man outside of a pirate family does well, he earns a spot.”

“What is doing well?”

“Winning one of the games. Depending on how many you compete against, coming in at second or third is doing well. Being part of a group of four that wins two or three battles, again depending on how many are part of the games.”

She stepped back from him. She tried to think of other questions, but none came into her head at that moment. She thought back over other things he’d said, and decided that she probably had gained all she would get from him.

“Are you pleased?” he asked with a hesitant smile.

“I think I am.” She revealed her breasts to him again. She stepped forward and gave him another long kiss. But when she pulled back, she winked at him, then cast a sleep spell upon him. So that his fall wasn’t loud, she eased him down onto the floor.

She dressed, went to the door, and opened it. “You may take him back,” she said to the soldiers. “I’m done with him.” She turned to the maidservant. “Bring me paper and ink, at once. I have much I need to write down.”

Everyone sprung to action. As they moved Ruzi knew she didn’t learn all she might have wanted. She did think she had enough information to send back to Vigshi. But she would have to continue her travels if she was going to learn more about the city the pirates lived in, how they were governed, and how they might be stopped.
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Ruzi immediately wrote down all of what the young man had told her. Once she looked over all she’d written, she selected the most important pieces of information to send in a letter to the King. By then it was time for supper.

She kept to her chambers the rest of the evening and slept through the night. The next morning she thanked the Prince for his hospitality, hired a messenger to carry her letter back to Amlara, then resumed her journey. She flew north and west, making only one formal stop to visit one of the Princes who had aided in the rebellion.

Prince Habta of Ujrada had his rule of his province undermined by three merchants, the “Golden Three,” who were strong supporters of the former King. Ruzi and her friends had schemed to divide the three merchants, not only from each other, but from the King as well. Prince Habta was happy not only to have his own power restored, but to have the three merchants arrested for the crimes they’d been able to commit while rich and friendly with the old King. Ruzi wanted to visit him because of that.

Yet visiting him was also important to her mission. One reason why the merchants had gotten so rich was their control of the trade to the small kingdoms west of Adahilara. Breaking the “Golden Three” had opened that trade up to others of Ujrada. That in turn meant the Prince knew more about those kingdoms.

Upon arrival early in the afternoon Ruzi reported to the Prince’s Palace. She was led into the throne room, where she exchanged pleasantries and court gossip with Habta. After that was done she told him about her mission.

He told her that the names of the three kingdoms to the west were Zahiar, Tusvar, and Mafir. Zahiar was closest to Adahilara, Tusvar was west of it, and Mafir was south of both. Zahiar and Tusvar were mountainous lands while Mafir was only a hilly land. Settlements were in valleys and somewhat spread apart. He also told her that the spoke a different language than the one spoken in Adahilara. As for the City of Pirates, he’d only heard travelers’ tales.

She had an enjoyable stay in Ujrada, then continued on her journey. She first went to the kingdom of Zahiar. The King of that land was indifferent to her visit but pleased to get a formal contact from King Vigshi. The same was true for the King of Tusvar.

However, King Arsir of Mafir was far more excited to have a visitor sent by the King of Adahilara. He was, as it happened to be, a young man, new to the throne, and eager to make something of himself. Ruzi chose to tell him about her kingdom before getting to the reason for her visit.

“I am also here on a vital mission for my King that does not involve diplomacy,” she said.

“If not that, what?” he asked. “It cannot be about magic.”

“No, though is that something of importance to you?”

He shook his head. “It would be good to have more than two witches covering the whole of the kingdom, but I’m told little can be done about that.”

She smiled to him. “Pray to the Goddess, I suppose.”

He nodded to her and smiled back. She found his smile intriguing, as the young King was a handsome man. The reason for her visit took her away from such a thought. “Rogues from the City of Pirates were captured in one of our cities on the coast.”

“Rogues? Visiting Adahilara?”

“No. They had raided a ship to the east. They arrived in one of our coastal cities to buy supplies. Members of the crew think their master might also have been scouting the port as well.”

“Was this master questioned?”

“Yes. He claimed he wasn’t scouting. He was under a truth spell at the time. I suppose the claim of scouting was rumor told to the crew.”

“I see. How could they be arrested if they weren’t breaking the law?”

“They did break the law. Several members of the crew got drunk and brawled with local men. As they and their ship was unknown in the city, the Prince thought it wise to have them questioned. They confessed under truth spells to being pirates, which led to the arrest of the whole crew.”

“Had those pirates raided ships of your kingdom?”

She shook her head. “That was the one charge that could not be pressed against them. We’ve had ships raided by pirates, just not the crew of that one ship.”

“But you will keep them?”

“We cannot. The ones who confessed to brawling will be freed in time. But as the Prince seized the ship in the name of the King, they’re not going to be able to sail home.”

He laughed. “How clever. What of the master?”

“He and the other leaders of the crew will be sent east, I presume. They robbed from one ship, and perhaps more, from the island domains south of the Kingdom of the Coast. I’m sure the rulers of those domains want to punish those who robbed their ships.”

“Good.”

“Which brings me back to the other reason for my journey, King Arsir. My King wishes to know more about this City of Pirates. He would like to know what action could be taken to stop their raids.”

Arsir frowned. “That’s going to be difficult.”

“Why do you say so?”

“The City of Pirates didn’t just arise out of the ground. It was once the small coastal kingdom of Dagaz.”

“How did the kingdom become a haven for pirates?”

“All I know, all that has been passed down here, is that pirates had little camps and havens along the southern coast, from your kingdom to the little towns west of Dagaz, and across the Sunny Sea and the Desert Strait to Omdajar. A master of a pirate ship was able to persuade his fellow masters to join together in some great raid. Part of that raid was taking the city of Dagaz, and thus its kingdom.”

“How could pirates take a whole kingdom?”

“Dagaz consisted of the city for which it was named, a couple of inland towns, and a handful of coastal villages. It was a kingdom, so the old accounts say, because it was a center of trade between Omdajar and its allies and the kingdoms north of it, including your own.”

“Wouldn’t that make the kingdom rich?”

“It did. But its wealth was also a burden. The accounts say there were merchants willing to accept stolen goods from the pirates. Supposedly these merchants bribed the King’s soldiers not to investigate their business. They hired men to protect their warehouses and shops. The King of Dagaz had few soldiers. Which was good for everyone else, so the accounts continue, because everyone feared what might happen if a King of Dagaz got too rich and decided to buy soldiers and ships.”

“He could buy himself a large kingdom.”

He nodded to her. “Quite. But that was not so. The King of Dagaz didn’t have very many soldiers. That made it possible for the pirates to take the city.”

“And hold it?”

“They have, for four generations now.”

“No one has tried to attack the city?”

“No. West of Tusvar are other small domains. Princedoms spread over a few cities and towns. Kingdoms like Dagaz once was, just one city and a scattering of other settlements. Not until you get to the Eastern Sea will you find a proper kingdom.”

“What about other domains gathering their strength?”

“It would have to be sea domains. I hope to have good relations with your King, but I doubt they’d ever be so good that I’d allow his soldiers to march across my kingdom.”

She sighed. “No. King Vigshi thought such an effort absurd.”

“So it would be. No, any attack would have to be by sea.”

“Do you know if such a thing is possible?”

“I do not. No honest fellow has been to the City of Pirates in years.”

Her eyes narrowed slightly. “What of dishonest fellows?”

“There are a few merchants who buy the goods stolen by the pirates and sell them here, and in the lands of our neighbors. I don’t know any that are in Mafir right now. I’m not sure I would know until they were on the way out of my kingdom.”

“Not sure?”

“I know a couple of names, but I know that at least one of those rogue merchants changed his name after fleeing from Tusvar, I think. I’m aware that if they pass through the city, they arrive in the evening, sell their goods, and leave at dawn. Father tried to hunt down one of them. He sold cloth that was clearly stolen from your kingdom. But the rascal didn’t tell the buyer where he’d come from nor where he was going. A description was gathered, but if the man showed his face here after, he’d changed his appearance.”

“Changed? How? Not magic.”

“Not magic, no. I’d have to look up the old report, but I think the rascal came into the city wearing a dark beard. He could have shaved it, and none would have been the wiser, except for those he trades with.”

“Is that common?”

“What?”

“Shaving beards.”

“It is. Depending on the time of year, it’s custom for men of means to trim their beards or shave them off. It’s also the custom for some merchants in this region to shave their beards after they’ve been away more than a season. So, yes, that merchant could have shaved, or grown out his beard, and not been recognized.”

“There’s nothing you can do about such merchants?”

Arsir shook his head again. “Not without arresting more honest men of my kingdom. That was the other problem Father faced. He wanted the man selling the stolen cloth arrested, but he was reluctant to arrest the buyer.”
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