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Sullen gray beneath the leaden sky, the sea swells rolled toward the distant shore.  One uncommonly bold flying fish broke the surface, but only one, and no gulls soared.  Neither fish nor bird wanted to go near the Scarlet Fleet's port.

No more than he did, thought Alik sourly, and sailed closer.  The horizon showed no sign of the port.  Even the cliffs were only a dark line on the horizon.  They had hours of this yet.

The sail—drab, off-white, brighter than the seascape—swelled from his witch-wind and bore them on.  And on.  Other pirate strongholds lay near the ship routes they preyed on, but not the Scarlet Fleet, not so long as Habrec the Witch-Prince led them, and bewitched their ships to go wherever he pleased.

"We should have gone the way you came," said Constantine, abruptly, behind him.

The wind tugged at Alik's hair.  For a moment, he pondered.  Set the boat against the waves the right way, and turn the wind, and he could pitch Constantine overboard.  Turning the wind again would ensure that Constantine could not get back aboard before he drowned.  Then Alik, alone, could sail off and ignore both the king and the Scarlet Fleet.

Habrec would approve, of the death at any rate.  He would have earned his noose, even if the king thought he had perished on the way to the stronghold with Constantine.

Alik turned to face the knight:  dark, built like a bear, and glowering at Alik with amber eyes.  Hellfire eyes, thought Alik, glaring back.  Constantine's gaze shifted sideways as if he eyed at Alik's hair—that moon-blond, witch-child hair—as if he were surprised, and annoyed, that Alik had not dyed it while aboard the boat.

"Couldn't," said Alik.  Maybe he would have brought them that way if he could, and maybe not—he sailed at the king's command, not of his own will—but it did not matter.  They did not sail on a witch-ship like the Red Hawk.

"Did you try?" said Constantine.  "Did they tell you you could not?"

As if the king would have let him take the Red Hawk—as if that would not reveal the falsity of their story.

"We should make haste as it is," said Constantine. 

For this voyage to take a year and a day would not be a moment too long for Alik's taste.  He turned his attention back to the sail before Constantine could bait him into more speech.  If he had known how his moon-blond hair would mark him out in the kingdom, or that Egbert and the other fools on his crew, captured, would denounce the ingrate witch-child who had deserted them, he might never have had the courage to leave the Red Hawk.

But—his hands clenched into fists—that would not have mattered if the king had cared about his innocence, or his life, instead of ordering him back to the port.

A large swell bore the boat up higher.  Alik adjusted the witch-wind, to fight less against the waves.  He glanced at the cliffs again and thought them the worst possible distance.  Far enough to brood before they arrived, but altogether too close.

"I can't speed the boat too swiftly," he said.  "Even if I had the magics, I could not betray my knowledge to the pirates.  It would imperil my ability to—serve the king."

Let Constantine find a bone to pick in that.

Constantine snorted.  "They thought you powerful enough to be useful on a pirate ship."

"But not powerful enough that they feared making me angry."  They had feared Hilarion like that—but only if they drove him to the wall, so that if he did not care whether he lived or died.  And they knew that Alik could not possibly be so powerful as Hilarion. 

His mouth tightened.  He had been powerful enough to deal with the pirates, if not the king.  Even under Egbert, the Red Hawk might have escaped with the aid of his witchings and gone on a successful raid, to sail back here alive and in triumph, loot-laden.  Alik drew his breath in and forced it out again.  And having made him a pirate.  Earned his noose, as the pirates would say—with admiration, no less—and force gin into his hands to drink to his success.

He eyed the shore again.  Cliffs were coming clear, looking less like a line and more of a shape, and even this gray weather could not hide their color.  He set the sail again, to bring them closer.  This close, Constantine could tell if he dawdled.

And waiting would not make the port more pleasant.

Minutes later, he said, "We're nearly there."

Constantine grunted in surprise.  "The cliffs—they're red?"

"As blood," said Alik.  "Wasn't until last month that I saw cliffs come in any other color."  At least, with his own eyes—images in a scrystone were so small as to look not quite real—but if they sailed for a year, a month, a week, and a day, he would feel not the least desire to tell Constantine his tales.

Constantine snorted.  "Red as their sails.  Dyed in blood, no doubt."

Alik opened his mouth to deny that—but could he?  He eyed the rock again.  That the cliffs were red was among his first memories, but the pirates had lived here for many a year before his birth.

The gap that marked the port came clear as a bit of grayness among the red.  Alik steered the boat before he concluded—no, the pirates would brag of dyeing the cliffs red.  Every night, in their cups, they would brag of it, not caring that every slave in earshot had heard it twenty times, and knew that the pirates who had done the deed had long died.  The cliffs had been red before any pirates set up their port here.

He felt half surprised that the pirates did not brag of it anyway, but then, they could only if they had thought of it.

Constantine looked over the waters.  Alik set his jaw and sent the boat toward the harbor.  A dozen ships (the full dozen!) swung at anchor, their scarlet sails furled.  Motley buildings, built of weathered wood, sprawled behind them.  A fortress of stone with two towers loomed in the midst of the dingy huts.  Nothing green, of course—nothing grew here.  The red cliffs lurked behind, half-hidden by the buildings, crumbling in their own time.

That fortress would not loom in the royal city or any other port.  He had seen that much.  It would look like a commonplace warehouse.  As for the rest, they would have clumped about the city gates where the poorest of the poor lived.  Which described the slaves well enough, but the pirates lived no better.

He bent his attention to sailing onward, and watching for rocks.  The witch-wind slowed under his hand, and the waters calmed as they sailed into the leeway side, and the harbor's shelter.

A shout sounded over the harbor; someone must have sighted them.  Crowds gathered and gawked at the boat.

His shoulders set, Alik kept his gaze on the sail.  He wished they could have arrived early, in the dawn grayness before the pirates roused from drunken slumbers, while slaves cherished their escape into sleep.  If they had stolen ashore, Constantine could have hidden, and Alik claimed magical return.  But that would have required another night on the high seas, and risking Constantine's realizing that—and it was too late now.  The pirates had weather-witches enough to match against him.

He brought the boat to shore.

Constantine, wretched man, looked unperturbed by the swarm.  Starvelings in filthy rags huddled in alleys and odd corners, but pirates and their favorites came as well, their finery ramshackle, ill-fitting, gaudy but clashing, none too clean—they pressed and pushed to stare better, and talked endlessly—though no one spoke to either of them, or loudly enough for them to hear clearly across the water.

And none of them started to fight.  That would have been another chance to hide, fights never stayed small, even if he would have had to hide with Constantine.

The boat ground on the sand.  Alik let the sails go slack and eased forward in the boat, to scramble out on the sands.  Lighter by his weight, the boat rode up in the water, and he tugged it farther ashore.  Constantine rose to climb out and heave the much lighter boat entirely ashore.  No one, even a slave, came to help—of course.

In the crowd, his lip curled, another wind-witch watched him.  Alik let his gaze go on.  The wind-witches were no danger.  None of them had bothered to learn more than the wind spells, and all had scorned him for his apprenticeship to Hilarion.  Other wizards lived in the port—prisoners and slaves, whose spells were useful enough to keep them alive and not powerful enough to allow escape—those wizards might prove a danger to the two of them—but none of them appeared in the crowd.

And Maximus, the only powerful wizard among the pirates' ranks, no more appeared than Habrec himself did.

Constantine gave them all a contemptuous survey, as if wondering why he had chosen to come to this pitiful port.

Two pirates, enveloped by coats too large for them but of peacock-blue brocade, drew close enough to eye Constantine.  They talked in low voices.  Constantine straightened and stared back as if he had done a menial task in hopes of luring some pirate into treating him as a slave, so that he could teach him his lesson.

One weather-beaten pirate, with gray in his hair, waved at them, his hand already unsteady.  His other hand held a bottle of gin, which, from how he hefted it, was already half empty.

"Ho.  Come to join us?  A short life and a merry one, I warrant you!"

Constantine, coldly, turned those amber eyes on him.  The pirate gave him a grin that showed how few teeth he had left, and took another swig of gin before plopping down on the sand.

In the midst of the murmurs, a hoarse voice, barely human, rose.  "The king.  To the pirate king!"

The cry was taken up, echoing, resounding with cries of "The pirate king!  The witch prince!  Habrec!"

"Make haste, make haste," one wiry old pirate said.  "He will be angry if we keep this from him."

Constantine managed to conceal his flinch well.  The crowd surged forward and hustled Alik and Constantine along the stretch of packed red dirt, between decrepit hovels, that passed for a street.  Constantine strode with contemptuous ease.  Alik scrambled to keep up and thought, sourly, that Constantine had no difficulty passing for a man who wanted to be a pirate.

More and more bystanders pressed about them.  Fewer slaves, but more pirates, gaudy in scarlet silk, or purple velvet, or brocade in intricate colors forming dragons or phoenixes.

Several slaves, in this alleyway or that, gaped at him.  Some of them, he knew.  Alik studied the dirt underfoot.  His sober clothes bore neither silk nor velvet, but they were reasonably clean and intact—though he had once been one of their number.

All the more reason to make use of such escape as he had had.  Alik straightened.  Ahead stood the one well-built building in the port.  Built of black stone, looming, the fortress had long made Alik wonder whether it had stood before Habrec sailed the Scarlet Fleet here.  They walked toward it.  Hilarion had not known of such a fortress or why anyone would build it, but Alik could not imagine either slothful pirates or driven slaves building so well—even if they had bothered to fetch the black stone.

Even in the cloudy day, the fortress cast a shadow over them, and the air, as still in a tomb, felt colder.

At the gates, Habrec's guards, perhaps the only souls in the camp with any discipline, eyed them and listened to the babble.  Then they deigned to let in Alik and Constantine alone, under guard.  A few blows from their spears' ends drove back any soul who tried to follow, even one claiming he had brought the twosome here and deserved reward.

Within a few steps, they left behind the light from the doorway.

Lowering though the clouds had been, they had let through more light than shone in here from the torches.  Vaulted rooms and hallways rose into gloomy indistinctness.  Under them, pirates and their captive playthings swarmed, filling the air with their din.  Every now and again, a shrill laugh rose over all.  Here silks and velvets bore embroidery in gold and jewels; whenever light struck them, they gleamed as brightly as the eyes, which watched like wolves awaiting the moment to strike.

Even these pirates pulled back, though, from the guards leading Alik and Constantine on and on, by a path Alik had walked only once before.  That time, after Hilarion's death from fever but scarcely after his corpse was cold, the pirates had made him weather-witch aboard the Red Hawk.

The air still smelled of smoke, of fine vintages carelessly spilled, of blood.  Many pirates had died here when a chance quarrel surged up, with those crowded about as likely to die as those quarreling.

Alik wondered why he had not felt, the last time, how surrounded by weapons he was.  He had known they could strike him down on the moment, on a whim, but he had not felt the weapons so.

Constantine showed no sign of noticing.

Music drifted from ahead, muffled by the walls.

One pirate stood, for a minute, before their path.  Alik swallowed.  This close to the throne room, the pirate had to be a favored captain—and the woman on his arm, lacking the dull eyes of most captives, looked avidly at them, as if she wondered whether the captain's largesse extended to prisoners.  Her dress carried so much lace that Alik could not see the color of it, only that much of the lace had been torn off other clothing to be tacked on in a mismatched array.

He looked back as steadily as he could.  Constantine, no doubt, looked unworried and as if carved from granite—he did not dare look aside to see that expression—and the guards moved forward.

With a grunt, the captain turned aside.  The woman's mouth pursed, but she went with him.  With them gone from the path, the throne room lay clear, even here visible through the arch.  The guards moved them forward, inside.

Alik could not compare its size to that of the king's.  This windowless room, lit only by torches, was cavernous with shadows.  But though the walls lacked the pale smoothness of marble, and the gleaming windows, the pirates gathered about in finery more glittering than the king's courtiers had, however often in mismatched colors or in disarray.

They left the center of throne room open, though.

The gilded throne, catching the torchlight, stood on a dais opposite the door.  On the black flagstones before it, a woman danced.  Her jewel-bright skirts flared like a flower's petals, in shades of violet, sapphire, and scarlet.

And on the throne sat Habrec.  The Witch-Prince, the Pirate King, the master of the witchery that sent their ships across seas without sailing on them and gave the Scarlet Fleet its power and its terror-inspiring fame.  Bigger than Constantine, lowering like a bear, dark, bearing a sword that could easily slice Alik in half, he watched the dancer through eyes narrowed to slits.

The guards stopped in the doorway, and not in order to send the two of them ahead.

Alik glanced sideways from the throne.  The jester, simple, or frightened to simpleness by his capture, mumbled over his bauble.  His bag of tricks lay at his feet with its welter of oddments, bearing slight enchantments to amuse.  Alik's tongue touched his lips.  He could not make out the musicians.  Fortunate musicians.

Alik looked back to the throne.  The jester would not perform until Habrec dealt with a stranger and a wayward wind-witch who arrived by boat.  Though as the music went on, and on, Alik wondered whether that was because the dance would last long enough to unnerve them.

The woman swirled, colors flaring.  Alik fought down fidgets but could not wrestle down his thoughts.  They stood in a pirate stronghold, he had deserted a pirate ship, all its pirates had died on the gallows, Constantine was a knight in the king's service. . . .

Alik forced his breath in and out.  Habrec was not some madman.  All the captives had been captured in raids on towns and cities, or ships foolish enough to fight or flee.  Merchant ships that cut their colors on the sight of a ship from the Scarlet Fleet lost only what the pirates craved from their cargo, not their passengers, not their sailors.  Habrec, pragmatic soul, had enforced that rule with executions and liberated captives taken from ships, to preserve and keep strong the fleet, and it lasted so well that he had never had to either execute or liberate in Alik's lifetime.

But he remembered the tale of a ship that the pirates had thought carried gold.  Finding only pale gray ingots, they had cursed them as tin and thrown overboard a king's ransom in silver.

A pirate bellowed for wine, and a slave scurried with the jug, to pour with her head bent low, trying to avoid notice.

He should stop acting as if he had not seen the throne room many times before, if only once by this route.  Constantine had not shuddered—he glanced sideways and saw the tension in the knight.  He glanced away before the knowledge could infect him with more terror.

The music stopped.

The woman sank in a curtsey deeper than any woman had given the king, glided off the floor, and sat in a corner, her eyes downcast.

For a long minute, Habrec did not stir, his gaze still on the floor where the dancer had stood.  Then, he looked up.  Slowly, his gaze crossed the distance between them.  He looked over Constantine with a leisure that Constantine's stubborn expression did not perturb.  Then his gaze settled on Alik as if eying every inch answered all his questions, and not one answer pleased him.

Finally, he looked at the guard.  His voice was a thunderous growl.  "There had better be a good reason for you intruding on—amusements not meant for your ilk."

"News from the Red Hawk, my lord," said the guard.

Habrec shook his head.  "Not news.  News only if that witch-child finds his tongue and tells the truth.  I know I did not send some starched paladin with him.  I wonder whether he really is old enough to win his noose."

Words surged to Alik's mouth.  Even knowing Habrec baiting him, as he baited many another in this hall, he had to fight to hold them back.  A pirate duel would end him.  The king's plans could roll on without him; Constantine would not intervene on his behalf.

Habrec's lip curled.  "A bookish little witch-child.  I should have known Hilarion would make you as useless as he was."

Laughter prowled about the court.

Though Hilarion had taught Alik from every book he could lay his hands on—begged, borrowed, or lying about unheeded—he
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