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PROLOGUE
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THE SIXTH TIME that the Lady Melitta sent me down the stairs, I realized what should have been obvious to begin with: It was going to be a real bitch of a day.

It had begun the night before, as most bad days do. One of my many daily tasks as Melitta’s handmaid was to bring my lady her supper tray, and I’d dropped it, sending all its contents crashing down onto the carpet. Wine. Gravy. Custard. A particularly greasy duck. It wasn’t exactly an accident and Melitta knew it, but she didn’t get as angry as I’d expected. I think she was distracted by something more pressing. Maybe she had crabs, or a raging infection. I can only hope.

She thrashed me, of course, but it was a routine kind of thrashing. Her heart wasn’t really in it. I’d become a bit of a connoisseur of thrashings, in the years I had spent as Melitta’s servant, and this one didn’t come close to ranking in the top twenty on the all-time scale. And yet, for some reason, I lost my head in the middle of it, and I bit her hand.

Why? Damned if I know why. I was sixteen years old then, and my moods went up and down like a bucket in a well. I was unpredictable even to myself.

It was, I say in all modesty, a hell of a bite. I got my teeth into the fleshy part of the palm, below the little finger, and clamped down until my teeth nearly met. If I’d had a few more seconds, then I probably could have taken a whole chunk off. But Melitta—I’ll say this much for her—Melitta knew how to stay calm under pressure. Instead of squawking and flailing uselessly, she snatched up a stick of firewood and smashed blows against the side of my head until I had to let go.

And after that, things got unpleasant.

It went on so long, and I made so many noises, that we woke up my father on the floor below. My father, Lord Iason, always was a light sleeper—I think it was because of his lifelong terror of assassins—but my howls that night could have woken a corpse.

Once awake, my father trailed up the stairs, peeked through the door, and cleared his throat uncomfortably. Which may not sound like much, but it was rare for him to go so far. Though it might have been coincidence, Melitta dropped her stick of firewood, and then me, a few seconds later. She paced back and forth across the room—quick, impatient, furious steps—then threw herself into her chair. Her fingernails drummed on the arm.  

She wasn’t supposed to do anything that would put my life at risk. My father needed me too badly, for a reason that was never ever mentioned or discussed. But Melitta probably spent half her time daydreaming about some kind of fatal accident. 

When she finally spoke, it was a hiss, like seething water. “Get out of my sight.”

I checked the floor, to be sure that I wasn’t leaving any teeth on it, and then scrabbled backwards out of the door. My father had ghosted away by that point. He always tried to avoid getting involved. Such a shy, sensitive man.

I collapsed onto my straw mat outside Melitta’s door and wrapped my blanket around me. We were a month into winter, and there was a white tracery of frost over the flagstones. 

Just as I was beginning my post-thrashing ritual (catch breath, rub bruises, curse a lot), Melitta’s door crashed open.  She stormed out in her robe, a violet whirlwind. In one swift, vicious motion, she snatched my blanket away from me, and then stormed back into her room. The door smashed shut again.

For some time, I didn’t do anything—didn’t curl up or hug my knees to keep myself warm. I just stared at the opposite wall and hated her, hated her, hated her. Nothing else in the universe seemed more vivid or more real.

It was my breath that eventually caught my attention, the way it misted out in front of me. That’s when I realized that I was shivering hard, my muscles jerking in something close to convulsions. It was bitter, bitter cold. My feet were bare, and already they looked bloodless and chalky blue.

How the hell, I wondered dully, was I supposed to sleep?

That was a stupid question, because of course I wasn’t supposed to sleep. I was supposed to pass a miserable night out on the bare landing and transform by morning into a quivering little rabbit who wouldn’t even dare to raise her eyes from the floor in my lady’s presence. 

Unlikely. But it’s hard to predict your own breaking point, it really is. You can hold out through a lengthy beating, and then dissolve in snivelling tears when your shirt gets torn.

A thought popped into my head, and I almost laughed. Right that moment, right that second, my half-sister Ariadne would be getting ready for bed, a couple of turns down the spiral stairway from where I was sitting. Servants would have put warming pans between her sheets and aired out her pillows. Fluffed her coverlets, which were filled—I shit you not—with swan feathers.  

Our evenings couldn’t be more different. But then, she was Melitta’s daughter. My mother, now dead, had been a servant who wasn’t fast or lucky enough to stay out of my father’s way. Apparently that was important, for some reason that I’d never really understood.

I managed that night by wrapping my straw mat around me like a stiff pancake. It kept some of my body heat in. Even so, there were times when I could feel my heart laboring, thudding with slow, painful jolts, as if my blood had grown too thick to flow through my veins. When that happened, I would get up and race up and down the stairs until my lungs burned.

The problem was that running made me sweat, and sweating made me colder. As night inched towards dawn, I stopped trying to sleep. I walked around and around and around the landing, with my arms inside my tunic, hugged against me, and I could only hope that my footsteps were keeping Melitta awake.

Whether it was that or something else, I don’t think that my lady slept well. When she rang the bell at daybreak to summon me into her room, it had a particularly impatient sound to it: Ting! Ting! Ting!

She was out of bed when I entered the room, sitting stiffly in an armchair by the low-burning fire. I bowed my head and waited.

Melitta inspected me. Not that I was looking at her face—I was studying the toes of her slippers, face downcast—but still, I could tell. I could tell whether Melitta was smiling or frowning from the way the hairs on the back of my neck prickled.

“What are you waiting for?” she snapped, with sudden irritation. “Move.”

––––––––
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MELITTA’S CHAMBER WAS at the top of the tower keep, so waiting on her involved an awful lot of climbing up and down. Melitta first took me as her handmaid when I was eight, and back then, it only took a trip or two up and down the stairs to bring me to the point of collapse. By the time I was sixteen, I was a lot tougher, but the work still took its toll.

As always, the first job of the morning was to carry Melitta’s slop-pail down to the yard and empty it. Then I carried up her breakfast tray. That much I did by sheer reflex. Shuffling along half-asleep, I almost didn’t notice how much I was hurting. Almost. 

I was hungry, too, though it hardly seems worthwhile to mention it. I was always hungry back then. The scraping ache in my stomach was like the feel of stone underfoot. Just one of the bastard facts of living.

Melitta watched me narrowly as I put the tray down, but she said nothing—just drew her chair up to the table and waved for me to keep going.

Another trip down the tower stairs to fetch firewood, and another for a bucket of water. By then I was really struggling. My legs felt almost liquid, trembling beneath me, and my heart pounded so hard that I saw stars.

It was a vast relief when I reached the top floor. As I filled the washbasin, Melitta stared out of the window. She had already finished her breakfast. My lady was always, always trying to slim down, and so she ate very little in the morning: a hard rusk dipped in wine, and perhaps a few raisins or olives. Stupid, if you asked me. She was always starving by the time supper came, and would gobble something like two roast fowl and a pile of honey cakes, giving herself terrible heartburn. Which made her just a peach to deal with.  

Her voice bored into me, all of a sudden. “Did you bring up enough wood?”

“Yes, my lady,” I said, instead of the answer I wanted to give, which was Of course I did, you stupid bitch.

“It doesn’t look like enough.” Idly, she picked up a split chunk of ash wood, as if to inspect it. 

“It’ll last until supper. My lady.”

“I don’t think so.”

Melitta was stronger than she looked. She gave a quick flick of the wrist, and the chunk of wood sailed backwards, in a graceful arc, straight out of the tower window.

I must have been a little light-headed by then, because I just stood there stupidly for the few seconds it took for the wood to reach the ground. There was a distant thump when it landed in the courtyard. Melitta didn’t even look to see where it hit.

“No,” she went on, picking up a log in each hand. “I don’t think it’s enough wood at all.” Two more jerks, and those logs went out the window as well. “Not nearly enough.” Two more logs followed. “You’re going to have to learn, Gwyneth, that I won’t tolerate shirking.” Two more. “You’re going to have to learn to work.” Two more. “Without complaint.” Two more. “Without question.”

That emptied the woodbin, and she dusted off her hands. “More wood. Get moving.”

I looked her in the face then. This was absolutely forbidden, but if I hadn’t done it, I think I would have howled or thrown a boot. Melitta’s pupils were black and blown wide, as if she was in the grip of terrible anger or terrible excitement. She expected me to crack—to scream or to fight, to resist somehow—and when that happened, she would resume what she had been doing the night before, exactly where she left off. 

She didn’t need to wait for me to crack, could have started the beating whenever she wanted. But she preferred it when I gave her an excuse. It scored her a point in some elaborate game that she played with Iason, on days when he wasn’t ignoring her.

I bowed, too late, and backed out of the door. I wasn’t going to win this, but damned if I was going to let her have any fun.

––––––––
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IT WAS SHEER hatred that got me down the stairs that time and back up with my armload of firewood. I didn’t bother to lower my eyes when I shuffled back into my lady’s room. She glared at me and I glared right back. We were too angry, both of us, to observe any of the niceties—too angry, even, to talk in sentences longer than one word.

“Wood,” I announced unceremoniously and dumped it in the middle of the carpet.

Melitta’s eyes swept down to the logs, the bark dust and mites scattered over her rug, and then back up to me. Her voice rasped as she ordered, “Water.”

“Water,” I repeated and snatched up the bucket next to the door. “Water,” I muttered, and headed down the stairs again.

The anger was good; it pumped adrenaline through me, and that kept me going for a while. I clattered down six flights of steps at top speed, the empty bucket banging against my knees. All too soon, though, the last of my energy went out of me in one great whoosh. My aching legs buckled, and I sat down on the steps.

I went through my mental checklist: exhausted? Yes. In pain? Yes. Hungry? Hell yes.

In short, a real bitch of a day. Such days are common, when you work for a real bitch of a queen. But you never really get used to them. I never did, anyway.

It wasn’t safe to sit still for too long. I got up and headed down the stairs again, more slowly, while I weighed my options. There were only two. I could slip away and look for a place to hide and rest. If I was very lucky, I could scrounge something to eat and maybe even take a nap. But sooner or later, someone would find me and turn me back over to Melitta and then . . . well. I flexed my shoulders and felt the pain roll through me, like one of the great foam-capped waves I’d seen in the distance through Melitta’s window. I couldn’t handle another thrashing so soon. 

Maybe that left me with only one option: to do what I was told, for as long as my limbs kept obeying me. Simple—but not easy. Melitta could keep me going up and down the stairs all day, if the fancy took her. She wouldn’t even have to speak. She would only have to raise and lower one finger, over and over and over.

I filled my bucket at the courtyard well and lugged it back to the base of the tower. If I had gone straight up, without hesitating or thinking about it, maybe I could have made it, but I didn’t go straight up. I looked far above me, to the cornice that crowned the top tower window, and all of my muscles screeched in unison: Not a chance.

I stood there for quite some time.  

And then I heard it: a gleeful, high-pitched titter.

It seemed vastly unfair that somebody—anybody—was in the mood to laugh when I was so miserable. Still, it was a distraction, and that was something.

The sound was coming from the stables, to my right. I abandoned the bucket of water by the stairs and slipped through the half-door into the steamy, straw-and-dung-smelling warmth of the stalls.

I didn’t understand right away what I was seeing. All I could make out at first was some vast mound of frills, quivering away in an empty stall. Best I can describe, it looked like a vast levitating plate of dessert. As my eyes adjusted to the gloom, I realized it was a woman, leaning back against the wall, with her wide skirts flipped up over her head.

There was only one person in the castle who wore that kind of ridiculous frilly gown. It was my half-sister, the Lady Ariadne, heir to the house of Bain, ruler-to-be of the island of Bero.  

There was no need for Ariadne to wear all those piles of lace. She had, after all, just turned seventeen—the celebrations went on for days and even I was given a cup of wine. She was old enough to order her own clothing, and all the seamstresses in the palace jumped four feet in the air when she walked by. Yet she refused to trade her frilly frocks for something that made her look her age.

I asked her once why the hell she didn’t dress like a grown-up. She said, “Because I like to know something other people don’t.”

“What’s that? How to shimmy around a ballroom wearing ten petticoats?”

“I know that I have a brain, and nobody else does, except for you. People look at me, see mounds of pink fabric, and think, ‘Aha! Girl! Must be stupid.’ It’s like camouflage.”

Maybe it was like camouflage, but not when she was backed up against a stable wall, tittering, with her skirts flung over her shoulder.

Then I saw what was making my sister squeal. There was a woman there with her, a lean brown woman, whipcord thin. She was one of the servants in the castle bakery—I’d seen her in the kitchen when fetching Melitta’s meals. She was about the same age as Ariadne and I, and she didn’t say much but she had an interesting kind of face.

Now she had my sister backed up against the stable wall. She was moving rhythmically, in time to Ariadne’s squeals, her hand buried somewhere I didn’t want to see.

If it had been any noblewoman other than Ariadne standing there with her skirts over her head, I might have been worried about the kitchen girl. But I trusted Ariadne not to force this on someone who didn’t want it. And besides, there was all the giggling. However things had gotten to this point, they were both of them having a very good time.

Well. Good for them, I guessed. But it wasn’t going to happen for me, and now I’d wasted three precious minutes that weren’t mine to waste. My lady Melitta was up in the tower counting the seconds until I returned with her damn washwater, and she’d make me pay for every last one. I started backing towards the door, keeping as quiet as I could.  

Two steps away from the open air, my foot slipped and I went flying. The floor rushed up to meet me and I crashed heavily on my side.

For just an instant, I was too stunned and hurt to move. Then I was hit by a wave of total, all-consuming fury. Did the entire universe hate me today? Couldn’t I ever catch a break? I clawed my way to my feet and stalked out to the yard in a red-hot haze.

“Wait,” called a voice from behind me. “Wait!”

I nearly howled in frustration, but instead I stopped and turned around.

Ariadne whisked out of the stable, knotting her sash back into place around her gown. At the sight of my face, her eyes snapped wide, so I must have been looking worse than usual. 

“Gwyneth, what on earth happened to you?” she asked.

There were so many sarcastic things that I could have said in reply, I couldn’t even pick one. 

“My mother,” Ariadne said a second later, answering her own question. “Gods on high, I’m going to strangle that woman one day.”

She always said that. Lately, it had begun to piss me off. 

“Why are you out here?” I asked. “Don’t you have to get back to your . . . thing?”

Ariadne waved that away. “She went back to the kitchens. Anyway, that’s not important. Are you bleeding?”

“I don’t know. No, Ariadne, don’t check. There’s no time. I have to get back to your mother. She’s waiting for water.”

“You’re hauling water up the stairs?” 

“Well, I considered throwing water up the stairs, but I decided against it in the end. Because that would be stupid.”

She ignored my sarcasm, as usual. “Gwyn, you’re shaking like a leaf. How are you going to carry a bucket up a hundred steps?”

“I’m going to imagine what your mother will do to me if I don’t.”  

That was the honest answer, but I should have known better, because it brought on Ariadne’s heroic side. Her nostrils flared and she stood so straight that she seemed six inches taller.

She said, “Where’s the bucket? I’ll carry it for you.”

This was a typical Ariadne plan. Generous and giving—and totally impractical.

“You can’t carry it for me,” I said tightly. “What if Melitta sees you doing my work? What do you think will happen? We shouldn’t even be talking right now. It’s broad daylight!”

Officially, I wasn’t supposed to talk to anyone but my lady Melitta. Ariadne was most definitely off limits. And though Ariadne rarely got into trouble, that could change very quickly if she was found hobnobbing with the bastard brat. There didn’t seem to be anyone watching us in the courtyard, but it was never safe to assume that. Our father Iason was so paranoid that he posted spies everywhere from the breweries to the brothels.

“You’re right,” Ariadne said, after half-a-second’s thought. “Hang on a minute. I’ll get someone to help.”

She turned, skirts swishing, but I caught her elbow. “I can’t wait, Ariadne. I’ve already been down here too long.”

“So I’ll hurry.” She detached herself from me. “Wait. Please wait.”

She bustled away so fast that the dust of the stable yard swirled around her. I began to follow, but just then, a scullery boy staggered into the yard with an armload of dirty pots from breakfast. I had to retreat to a safe distance and pretend that I was picking a splinter from the bottom of my foot.

While I did that, I tiredly reviewed the conversation in my head. Ariadne had been kind and caring. I’d been a bit of a bitch. That had been happening a lot lately, and I wasn’t sure how to fix it.

Ariadne was the one bright streak in the grey grime of my life. For the past eight miserable years, her loyalty to me had never wavered. She visited me as often as she could, to listen to my complaints and bind my cuts, to teach me and comfort me.

You might think it strange that she went to all the trouble—but that was just the way she was. They could tell her all they liked that peasants were born with stunted brains and could only learn lessons taught with a whip. All that kind of thing rolled straight off of her, like water from a duck’s back. The two of us were sisters, and that was what mattered to her.

Apparently, it mattered enough that she was willing to cut short a very nice escapade with a kitchen girl for my sake.

So why, why, why did I snap at her every time she tried to be nice?

But then again, why shouldn’t she be nice? She’d had breakfast. If I’d slept on swan feathers the night before and woken up to hot buttered crumpets, then I might be in a mood to help the downtrodden myself. And that was the thing. Grateful as I was to Ariadne, I was sick of being grateful. Sick of my neediness. Sick of never having anything to give her in return.

And as a minute passed, and then another and then another, my fuzzy feelings towards Ariadne disappeared. I needed to go, I needed to go right away, and she was nowhere in sight. Maybe the kitchen girl had caught up with her in some dark passage.

I was trying to scrape together enough energy to start up the stairs when a tall shape jogged across the yard—a man in the hardened leather jerkin of a castle guard. 

I backed away. Force of habit. Child servants, girls and boys both, know not to be caught alone with a soldier. But I’d seen this man around before, and I didn’t have the sense that he was dangerous. With his hunched posture and his too-ready smile, he looked like the kind of person who would say “Sorry!” if you kicked him in the shin.

He didn’t meet my eyes as he neared me. He just stooped and grabbed the bucket. Then he loped up the tower stairs, taking them two at a time, as water sloshed over the bucket’s rim.

I didn’t know how Ariadne had found him or what she had told him. Probably very little. When you were the heir of the most powerful lord in Kila, you didn’t have to explain yourself very often. Like her mother Melitta, Ariadne could get her meaning across with a finger snap.

As I headed up the stairs behind him, a question started to throb away in my brain like a headache. It was an old and stale question, and it was something I tried not to think about, but I couldn’t always help myself, especially when I was tired.

Why couldn’t Ariadne get me what I really needed?

Why did she have to stop at bringing me bread and teaching me arithmetic? Why couldn’t she tell her mother to find a different hobby? Why couldn’t she persuade our father to send me back to work in the kitchens, where I could scrub pots or peel potatoes in peace? And if that didn’t work, why couldn’t she get me away from here? There had to be a ship that would take me as a passenger, if she stomped her foot hard enough and often enough.

I tried not to think about this because there were reasons, and I sort of understood them. Ariadne’s authority had hard limits. She could boss the servants around the citadel all she liked, but security was our father’s domain, and not even the heir to the house of Bain could get someone in or out of the walls who hadn’t been cleared by the gate guards. She had no money of her own—even her jewellery was locked away in the treasury at night—so she couldn’t offer bribes.

As for trying to convince her parents of the errors of their ways . . . well, that was laughable. Once Lord Iason had made his mind up about something, you would have to use a sledge hammer to get him to change it. And there was no way of changing Melitta at all, short of assassination. In her seventeen years of life, I don’t think that Ariadne had ever managed to persuade her parents to do anything they didn’t want to do. In a way, she was at their mercy just as much as I was.

Yes, in a way. A well-fed, well-treated, well-educated kind of way. Maybe my sister had her own problems but it was damn hard to believe it on a day like this.

Though my progress was slow and stumbling, I was close to the tower’s top. Three more turns of the staircase to go. As I paused for breath, the soldier who had helped me came loping down the steps. 

“I left the bucket around the next bend,” he said, but without stopping. He had his eyes lowered so he wouldn’t see me.

For some reason—maybe because I was tired of feeling ungrateful, on top of everything else—I said, “Wait.”

He jolted to a halt, staring at me as though I’d suddenly dropped down from the ceiling, and there was something in his face that was close to panic. 

“Thank you,” I said. “I mean it.”

He ducked his head, as if to tell me that it had been his pleasure, but it really hadn’t been and we both knew that. It would not be a good thing for a castle guard to be seen bounding up the steps towards the Lady Melitta’s room. His career might not survive that discovery. He might not survive that discovery.

He should have left then, but for some reason he lingered, studying my face. The lump in his throat bobbed as he swallowed.

“I’m Whytock,” he told me in a hoarse whisper. “Maybe some time I can help you again.”

He gave another awkward nod, and the next second he was flying down the stairs, out of the tower, and away from danger.

I kept going up, step by step, retrieving the bucket from the landing where Whytock had left it. Why had he bothered to help, I wondered. Was he sorry for me? Or was he trying to get in Ariadne’s good books, hoping for rewards when she eventually came to power? Maybe it was simpler than that—maybe he just wanted to get in my skirts. Or Ariadne’s skirts, for that matter.

That was the problem with accepting gifts. There were always strings attached. Hell, even Ariadne would expect my life-long friendship in return for everything she’d done for me. There were days when I couldn’t even figure out what I felt for her. Was it actual love, or just the fawning devotion of a hound towards a person who happened not to be holding a whip?

I’m embarrassed to admit this, but I was still deep in thought when I opened Melitta’s door. I hadn’t done something so stupid in years, but I was beyond tired by then. There was a grey film in front of my vision and I couldn’t feel my own feet.

And that is why, when I lugged the bucket of water into my lady’s chamber, I didn’t see the stick of firewood which she had strategically placed in front of the door.

As a booby-trap, it was pretty weak. Melitta had probably done it as an afterthought, without any high expectations. She must have been pleasantly surprised when I barked both ankles on the log, flew headlong, and smashed into her carpet face-first.

After the first shock, I found I was lying in a spreading wet patch. The bucket rolled on its side, empty.

“My, my,” came my lady’s voice, syrup-sweet and low. “I suppose I’ll be needing some more water, won’t I?”

Well, I lost it right about then. I think that’s understandable, but my timing was rotten. I should have kept it together until I was on my feet again. It’s hard to fight when you’re lying flat on your face.

Somehow I managed to grab the bucket and sling it at Melitta, but it struck her only a glancing blow, and that’s as far as I got. She pounced, grabbing me by my hair—her favourite handhold. She wrenched it hard, forcing my head back, and then wrapped my long braid twice around her fist to make sure I couldn’t go anywhere. She half-dragged and half-led me across the room, her hand held so low that I had to clamber after her on all fours.

Then she was leaning close into me and her breath was in my face. Sour wine and raisins. The veins in her eyes were inflamed. I knew she would cry soon. She always did.

“You’re a rather stupid girl,” she said. “Did you know that?”

I looked her straight in the eyes, because no matter what I did or didn’t do, this day would not be getting any better. “You’re a heartless bitch. So I guess we’re even.”

She jerked on my braid. “Keep dreaming. I’ll just keep waking you up.”

Her hand was almost gentle when it wrapped around my wrist and guided my arm behind my back, but then came the upward jerk.  

Several seconds before I felt it, I heard the bone snap.

––––––––
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I ALMOST CLAWED my way out of sleep, wrenching myself upright. Phantom pain was shooting through my right arm. I clasped it, bent it, wiggled my fingers, rolled it from side to side. There was no deformity, no bleeding, no break. Just the familiar throb-throb-throb. That arm hadn’t been the same since the day, six years before, when my lady Melitta broke it to teach me a lesson about dreams and waking.  

I sat still for some time, as my heartbeat slowed. I wasn’t certain what was real and what wasn’t until I touched my wrist and found my garrotte tied around it, the braided sinew coiled loosely. Then I knew.

Melitta was dead. My father was dead. Whytock, the sheepish palace guard, had replaced my father as lord of the island of Bero, posing as my father’s long-lost cousin. By all accounts, he was doing pretty well.

I wasn’t in the castle where I grew up. I wasn’t sleeping on a straw mat outside Melitta’s bedchamber, or at the foot of her bed, or locked inside the stone closet in her room. I was on a beach two hundred leagues away, under a tent made of an old foresail.  

The most brutal war in living memory was ripping apart the islands of Kila, and I was trying to do something about that.

And a pirate queen was asleep beside me.  

I couldn’t see my mistress’s face—the canvas above us blocked the moonlight—but I could feel the easy pulse of her breathing. Good. At least one of us could keep dreaming a little longer.  

I sat up, careful not to wake her, and slipped into my tunic. Then I groped my way out of the tent, into the chilly night air.



PART ONE

THE COST OF DOING BUSINESS
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Darren, formerly of the House of Torasan (Pirate Queen)

––––––––
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I WOKE UP as soon as Lynn woke up, of course.

If you’ve ever had your slave girl kidnapped from you by a couple of brutal sadists, then you know that the experience is not good for your beauty sleep. It had been five months since we rescued Lynn from the island of Bero, and, in all that time, I hadn’t slept through my watch below. Five or six times a night, I woke halfway and poked around on the bunk beside me to make sure Lynn was still there. 

I never slept through her nightmares anymore. 

After the tent flap swung shut behind Lynn, I scooted carefully over and peered through a crack. She was trudging barefoot through the sand, towards the shoreline.  

We had spent the day scrubbing the Banshee’s hull. Careening is a long job and not an enjoyable one, unless, for some reason, you have some special fondness for barnacles. Lynn had been on the jump from dawn to dusk, and I knew she was exhausted. But I also knew she wouldn’t come back to bed for hours, if she came back at all.

I don’t learn from my mistakes the first time I make them. I don’t even learn from my mistakes the seventeenth time I make them. But somewhere around the thirty-second go-around, I start to get wise. And after two years with Lynn, I was finally figuring out how to act when she had a bad dream. She didn’t like being crowded too closely, but she would lapse into gloom if I just left her alone. That meant that I had to be patient.

I am not remotely patient.

I let the tent flap fall shut again, took a deep breath, and began to count to one thousand. I’d had to do this far too often since the day of the escape.
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HERE’S THE THING about being a pirate queen: It’s damn hard to take a vacation.

Five of us escaped from Bero: Lynn, her sister Ariadne, my first mate Regon, my bosun Latoya, and me. We were not in good shape as we began the journey south. Lynn had just spent twelve days as the Lady Melitta’s punching bag, taking pummelling after pummelling as Melitta tried to break her of the habit of independent thought. Regon and Latoya and I were better off, but we’d suffered quite a few knocks and scrapes in our various feats of derring-do. Ariadne wasn’t injured, but she had just killed her mother and been banished from her homeland, so I think it fair to say that she wasn’t at her best.

The wounds didn’t seem to matter that much in the first flush of our victory, when we boarded the Badger and set sail. But the euphoria wore off fast. It was cold, and we weren’t dressed for it. Regon had a lump the size of an apple on the side of his head. Ariadne puked her guts out the first time she tasted salt beef.

The sea was choppy and our little boat leaked like a sieve, and the sailor in me was screaming that we ought to head for shore. But I refused to give the order, because I could see the colour grow stronger in Lynn’s cheeks the farther away we sailed from Bero.

Somehow we managed to hold the boat together and keep it on top of the waves. It was mainly thanks to Regon, who came from ten generations of sailors and was himself (I firmly believed) part duck. It still took a series of minor miracles, and for a very very short time, I rediscovered the habit of prayer.

It took us two weeks to limp our way to the hidden harbour on the mainland, with Lynn and Regon and Latoya and I working watch and watch about the whole time. When we rounded the cove and saw the Banshee at anchor, with my red-and-black banner rippling from the masthead, I got a touch emotional. If you really want to know, I cried just a tiny little bit.

While I did that, Lynn stood by and rubbed my back. I almost stopped her. Considering everything that had happened, it seemed perverse that I was the one crying and she was the one soothing. But then, Lynn liked being the strong one. Maybe I could best comfort her by letting her comfort me.

At last, I dashed the tears from my eyes and tried to think of something tough and piratical to say. “They better have taken good care of my ship.”
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I DIDN’T GET the chance to inspect my ship right away. My entire crew charged me as soon as I swung on deck, all of them flailing various body parts and screaming like—well—like banshees.

There was Teek, the helmsman, and Corto, the quartermaster. There was Jess, who had been my lover what seemed like a couple of lifetimes ago, and Holly, her wife. Holly was very fond of Lynn, and now she looked like she didn’t know whether to hug me for bringing her back or strangle me for losing her in the first place.

And then there was Spinner, the young sailmaker whom I’d sort of left in charge while I was away. He seemed ready to give up the title of pirate king, judging from the way he dashed towards me and all but hurled my cutlass back into my hand. 

I raised the blade high, roaring at the top of my lungs, and drew Lynn tight towards me with my other arm. My sailors cheered so loudly that I felt a prickling at the corners of my eyes and knew that I would collapse into sobs then and there if I didn’t get things back under control. So I called them all puking scuts and dirty sonsabitches and damned them to hell and back, and they cheered at that even louder. And though Lynn was exhausted, the purple circles under each of her eyes as deep as bruises, she smiled, too.

––––––––
[image: ]


LYNN SAID THAT she would cook that night, and everyone in earshot said like hell she would cook that night. Jess and Holly, our resident landsmen, took over. They rolled up their sleeves, rowed to shore, and set to work wreaking havoc on the local population of chickens. When they rowed back a few hours later, their boat was groaning with a load of roast fowl, loaves of bread, plump red cheeses, slabs of honeycomb, and a whole bucket of cream.  

It was a ridiculously lavish feast. I thought I should protest, tell Jess and Holly that they didn’t need to waste so much food on us, but Jess’s hard eyes warned me that she wasn’t going to listen. I gave up and piled my trencher so high that I had to use both hands to heft it. 

We all stuffed ourselves until the stars came out. Half the crew got drunk off their faces and danced in the torchlight; the other half sat back, lost in silent dreams. I nursed my third cup of wine and watched Lynn. She and Ariadne were leaning on the gunwale, staring out to sea, their heads almost touching as they talked about whatever sisters talk about. Every so often, I heard them laugh: Lynn low and soft, Ariadne quick and bright.

Jess was watching the two of them as well, but unlike me, she was frowning.

“Why did they dye Lynn’s hair?” she asked, out of nowhere.

I had taken aside the people who mattered—Jess, Holly, Spinner, Teek—and told them a very little about what had happened back on Bero. Enough for them to understand why Lynn had been taken. Not enough for them to understand all the finer points. It was only natural for Jess to ask about Lynn’s hair. It was usually as pale as flax, but Melitta had dyed it an unhealthy liver brown. It didn’t suit her.

“I don’t know why they did it,” I said. “Probably because Lord Iason was blond, and Ariadne, too.  They must have been trying to hide the family resemblance.”

Jess snorted. “Lynn doesn’t look anything like Ariadne.”

“She does so. You can tell that they’re sisters. Ariadne’s just . . .” 

I weighed my words. Ariadne was taller and bustier, her hair was thicker, her lips were fuller . . . Lynn was short, bony, and boyish, flat where Ariadne had curves.

“Ariadne looks healthier,” I admitted. “And yet I’ve got no interest in her whatsoever, and Lynn leaves me a puddle on the floor. Does that make me a bad person?”

“Yes. You’re a pervert.”

I glared. “That wasn’t what you were supposed to say.”

“Then why did you bother to ask? I’m not one of your adoring followers. I’m not going to blow smoke up your behind just so that you can feel better about yourself.” Jess took a long slow swallow of wine. “Is that why our relationship didn’t last? Were you secretly pining for a scrawny little woman in a skimpy little tunic who would call you ‘Mistress’ and kneel at your feet?”

“Apparently, our relationship didn’t last because you think that I’m a pervert.”

“Stop being so sensitive.”

“Stop calling me a pervert. I didn’t plan to end up with Lynn—it just happened. And don’t even pretend that I’m exploiting her. I can’t make Lynn do anything that she doesn’t want to do. I wouldn’t even know where to start.”

Jess sighed. “I know.”

“Good.”

“You’re still a pervert.”

“Oh, shut up.”

She smiled crookedly, but the lines of worry in her face didn’t smooth away. “I have a proposal for you, Darren.”

“I’m not going to marry you. I’m over that phase of my life.”

“Save the sarcasm.” Jess nodded towards Lynn. “She’s wounded, you know.”

I grimaced. Things were getting serious. “She’s a lot better than she was. Her ribs have knitted some and she doesn’t hunch over when she walks.”

Jess shook her head. “That’s not what I mean. Lynn’s wounded somewhere deep.” She paused. “I don’t know if she’s really going to heal.”

This was uncomfortably close to what I had been thinking myself, but I wasn’t going to let it be true.

“She’ll heal,” I said, with as much conviction as I could muster. “She needs time.”

Jess cocked an eyebrow. “Let’s see if I’ve got this straight. Lynn’s mother was murdered when she was eight. Lynn’s stepmother took her as a servant and tormented her for the rest of her childhood. Lynn’s father didn’t give a damn for her as a person, but he did plan to use her as a brood sow and force her to bear his grandchildren. This because five-day fever withered up his testicles and left his trueborn daughter as barren as a piece of toast. These were the people who kidnapped Lynn from you. These were the people who had their way with her for a couple of weeks. And the end result was, when you found her, she was cowering in a closet, too whipped to even tell you she was there. Darren, she needs more than time if she’s going to heal!” 

As usual, I could have done without the lecture, but Jess did care for Lynn, in her own pushy mother-knows-best kind of way. If she wanted to help, so much the better. I forced down my defensiveness. “What did you have in mind?”

“I think the two of you should come back to the valley with Holly and me. Don’t look at me that way. I’m not asking you to give up piracy for good. I tried to keep you away from the ocean once, and it didn’t work out so well. But the valley is a good place for healing. It’s quiet, and it’s safe. No need to risk your lives or battle barbarians every other day. And now that the harvest’s over, there isn’t too much work to be done. The two of you can take it slow for a while. Read a few books, milk a few cows, eat too much and . . . Darren. Are you listening to me?”

“Of course I am.”

“You’re not. You’re just waiting for the chance to say ‘No.’”

“I’m not,” I said. (I was, of course I was.)

She threw her hands up in exasperation. “Why won’t you at least consider it?”

“I will consider it. All right? I will ask Lynn. But she won’t want to come.”

“Why not?”

A few months earlier, I wouldn’t have known the answer to this question. Now, as I watched Lynn leaning on the gunwale, the moonlight touching her bare shoulders, it seemed all too obvious.

“Because,” I said, as if I’d known it for years. “She loves the sea even more than I do.”
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NOW, JESS HAD the soul of a drill sergeant combined with a granite cliff, so she didn’t give up her master plan just like that. Instead, she cornered Lynn later that night and made her pitch, about the peace and quiet in the valley, about reading books and eating too much and healing. And cows. Lynn heard her out, and then said, “No, thank you” with cheerful finality.  

Jess’s lips were a tight line. “I worry about you.”

“Do you?” Lynn said lightly. “I worry about shellfish.”

“ . . . why shellfish?”

“Because nobody else ever worries about shellfish. Whereas people worry about me all the time. Which saves me the bother of doing it for myself.”

Then, without even needing to look, she reached back and took my hand. “We’re leaving tomorrow. Aren’t we, Mistress?”

And I shrugged, because, apparently, we were.

So we did. The Banshee sailed the next day. We left Jess and Holly behind on the mainland, to return to their peace and quiet and books and bovines. Lynn was still so mottled with bruises and scratches that she looked like a piebald cat, but without a pause for breath, she took up her old place in the ship’s routine: standing watches, conducting daily inspections, listening for murmurs of discontent from the crew, managing the supplies, plotting our course, planning strategy, boiling stew.  

Even after everything Lynn had been through, she wouldn’t slow down. She couldn’t, I suppose. You can’t sail out onto the high seas with a war raging all around you and sort of be a pirate. Less than two days after we left the harbour, we encountered our first post-Bero crisis: the House of Jiras, short on oarsmen for its war galleys, had started to kidnap entire villages at a time. So we gathered up six ships of my fleet, all of us flying my storm petrel banner, and sallied off to cause trouble. When that was done, there was the famine in the southern islands, and then the outbreak of plague, and the cannibals in the west, and . . . well, we kept busy.

Lynn’s hair grew out pale gold, and when I trimmed her hair into its usual short cut, all traces of the ugly dye vanished. The bruises faded. She started to breathe more easily, walk without that trace of a limp. Her mind was as sharp as ever, her senses as keen. She could outthink a warlord cross-eyed and dead drunk and pummel me at koro with only half her mind on the game.

She was so much herself—her tricky, conniving, slightly ruthless self—that for days at a time, I could make myself believe that she really was all right. And then something would happen. She’d wake up screaming, ripping gashes in her arms with her own fingernails. Or she wouldn’t sleep at all for a week.

Once, after a particularly bad night, I spent some time kicking a couple of empty barrels into splinters, pretending that they were Iason and Melitta. It didn’t really help, but that wasn’t surprising. I’d already killed the real Iason and Melitta and even that didn’t make me feel much better.

Latoya happened on me when I was staring glumly at what was left of the barrels. “You can’t fix her yourself,” she told me. “Just be patient.”

It was good advice, I knew, but patient I am not.
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“FIVE HUNDRED AND one, five hundred and two, five hundred and . . . You know what? Screw this.”

Abandoning the count, I pushed open the tent flap and stalked out onto the beach in search of Lynn. The sand crunched beneath my feet like damp sugar. I sniffed the air. Wet. We were in the southern part of the islands, where I had grown up, and where it rained for most of the year, with a hurricane or a blizzard now and then for variety.

Lynn was sitting near the waterline, pale in the wan moonlight, her legs drawn up, her arms wrapped around them. Despite the damp and the chill, she wore nothing but one of her thin tunics. It was slicked against her body like wet paper. She had to be freezing.

Most of my crewmen were asleep in a single great tent made of the Banshee’s mainsail. But it was Regon and Latoya’s watch, and those two were huddled together on an upturned longboat next to our campfire, passing a bottle back and forth. I ambled towards them, casually, as if I just wanted to ask some question about the weather.

Both of them showed surprise when I got close.

“Lynn’s over there,” Regon said, pointing. 

“I know where she is.” I shoved his hand down. “Stop it.  You’ll give me away.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m trying to be smooth. Subtle. I’m pretending not to know that she’s upset. Oh, stop that,” I snapped, as they exchanged weary glances. “I can be smooth, you know. I can be smooth like a bandit. A smooth bandit.”

“Captain,” Regon said gently. “Remember how Lynn has frighteningly good hearing?”

“So what?”

Regon pointed again towards the spot where Lynn sat by the waterline. She didn’t turn her head, but she raised her hand and gave a little wave. 

Crap and crap and crap again. It’s a real challenge to keep secrets from a girl who can hear a whisper from twenty yards away.

I tried to recover some dignity by snarling something incomprehensible at Regon and Latoya. They didn’t seem fazed.  Latoya just saluted me with the bottle as I went.

I walked slowly, descending the slope of the beach. Lynn’s head cocked to the side when I neared her, but she still didn’t turn. Her sleeveless tunic left bare the angry red lines that formed a criss-cross pattern on her shoulders and back. Fresh scars. Gifts from Melitta. I didn’t know what kind of weapon had inflicted those blows, but it must have been something heavy. Five months after Bero, they still hadn’t faded. 

“Hey,” I said.

“Hey,” Lynn echoed. “Just so you know, I don’t want to be touched right now.”

“Understood. I kind of figured. It’s cold out here. Want my coat?”

“Thanks. No.”

I laid it down on the sand beside her, in case she changed her mind, and then sat down myself, leaving a clear six inches between us. For some time, we watched the breakers roll in.

It startled me when she finally spoke. “To answer your question, I don’t really remember what my mother was like.”

“What are you talking about—oh. Oh. Do you always wait five months before answering a question?”

She half-smiled. “Only if it’s important.”

I dimly remembered asking Lynn about her mother while we were dashing around in the cellars beneath Iason’s castle. We got interrupted by half of an army before she could answer, and, somehow, we’d never come back to the topic in the time since.

“You know what’s stupid?” Lynn asked. “Ariadne remembers my mother better than I do.”

“Really?”

“Really. I don’t even remember what she looked like, not really. Red hair, I think. Freckles.”

“Didn’t you live with her until you were eight? In the castle kitchens?”

“I remember the kitchens. Or the colour of the kitchens, anyway. Orange bake ovens and saffron in the festival cakes.  Russet apples, yellow pears. Copper kettles. And the smells. Venison and butter and cumin and cinnamon. I remember all that. But my mother . . . She was always just there, so I guess I never paid any attention to her.”

“Oh, Lynn.”

“Stop that. No being maudlin. That’s the rule. We’ve discussed it.” She was quiet a while longer, then said, “I hate the cold.”

“My coat’s right there.”

“No.” 

“You’re hardly wearing anything. It makes me colder just looking at you.”

“So don’t look. Look up instead. There’s a ring around the moon tonight, see it?”

I squinted up through one eye. The ring was pale frosty blue, which did nothing to make me feel warmer.  

Trying to be casual about it, I asked, “Do you want to tell me what you dreamed?”

I wasn’t touching Lynn, but I still felt her shrug. “You know what I dreamed. I dreamed that I was back with Melitta.”

“I mean, details.”

“What do the details matter? I dreamed that she hit me. I dreamed that it hurt.”

“It seemed like a bad one.”

“I dreamed that she hit me a lot. I dreamed that it hurt a lot. I’m not trying to be coy, Darren, I just don’t know what else there is to say.” 

“You could tell me exactly what Melitta did to you while you were growing up. If you wanted to, I mean.”

“Can’t you just imagine it for yourself? It’s nothing you haven’t seen before.”

Somehow, her offhand tone made it all worse. “Lynn, what they did to you was disgusting!”

She was drawing in the sand with her forefinger: a cup, a sword, a wiggly-tailed fish. “It wasn’t fun, no. It also wasn’t anything out of the ordinary. I was a small helpless person. Small helpless people get hurt, every day and everywhere. There are child servants in every wealthy house in Kila. And what about the kids who end up on the ships? Remember where you found Spinner?”

I raked up a handful of sand, and let it slip through my fingers. “I remember.”  

“And there are too many other examples to count,” Lynn went on. “Walk into a neighbourhood tavern, put on a blindfold, and throw a bread roll. Chances are, it’ll bounce off the forehead of someone whose childhood was just as crap as mine. That’s the kind of world we live in.”

I wanted to argue—but there swum up in my mind, unbidden, the image of a long-ago child with wide eyes like a startled fawn. The servant girl who used to wait on me and my siblings when I was growing up on Torasan Isle. My sisters and brothers used to slap her around mercilessly when we were children. They were born noble, so they practised mistreating peasants the same way that kittens practise chasing mice. And—no use in pretending otherwise—I landed a few hard slaps on that girl over the years.  Why? Probably just so I would fit in. I shook my head, banishing the memory.

“All right, so it wasn’t special,” I said doggedly. “It still matters. Everybody’s pain matters. No one deserves to be treated the way you were treated. Isn’t that the whole reason why we’re doing this?”

She looked back at me. “Doing what?”

I gave a little wave around the beach, to indicate the guard pickets, the tents holding my sleeping crew, the row of torches stuck into the sand, and my flagship, its newly-scraped hull reflecting the firelight and star glow. “Saving Kila.  Being pirates.”

“I thought we were being pirates because you had no hope of getting an honest job.” She picked up my heavy embroidered coat and drew it over her lap like a blanket. “I think I’m about ready to be touched now.”

“You sure?”

“No, I’m only saying so to trick you . . . of course I’m sure, twit. Come here.”

I snaked an arm around her and counted five under my breath. She didn’t throw things or try to beat me away during that time, so I pulled her back against my chest. She spread the coat over us both, and I tried to rub some heat into her arms, but I might as well have been rubbing two icicles.

“All right, that’s it,” I said. “You’re coming back to the tent.”

She glanced over her shoulder, eyebrows arched. “Is that an order, Mistress?”

So she was feeling better. Good. “Damn right it’s an order, girl. You need your sleep. I fully intend to work you into the ground tomorrow.”

“Oh. Spiffy. What are we doing? Wait, don’t tell me. Burying treasure.”

“Well, don’t sound all excited or anything.”

“I was plenty excited the first time we did it. But honestly, Mistress—once you’ve seen one huge chest crammed full of gold, you’ve seen them all. If you want to hold my interest, you could—”

“I’m not going to sit naked in a chest of gold again. I told you, that was a one-time-only kind of adventure.”

“Pity. It suited you.”

“It chafed, darling.”

“Wimp.”

As we walked to our tent, we were both soaking wet from the damp sand and spray. It was blue cold, the kind of cold that sinks so deep into your bones that you don’t stop shivering for hours.  

So why had Lynn gone outside wearing nothing but one of her holy-crap-that’s-short tunics? Was she hardened to cold, after a childhood spent in threadbare clothing? Or maybe she was afraid to wear anything that might blunt the edge of her senses. Lynn had always been hyper-aware of her surroundings, almost animal-like in the way she could detect danger. Maybe that came in part from her reluctance to put layers of cloth or leather between herself and the world. She didn’t even wear shoes, unless we were walking over razor coral or hot rocks. Even then, I had to beg. 

Wounds in the mind, scars in the mind. No way for me to check whether they’d scabbed over or were still bleeding. 

I circled her with one arm as we walked. Absent-mindedly, she stroked icy fingertips along my cheek.

“I’m going to be fine,” she said.

“I know.”

“No, you don’t know . . . but you’ll see. You’re being so patient with me, Darren. Don’t think I haven’t noticed. But you may have to be patient for a while longer.”

“I can be patient for as long as it takes,” I said, and did my best to mean it.
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CHAPTER TWO



[image: ]


Lynn
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THE NEXT MORNING, Darren “left me in charge of the camp” while she went off with two treasure chests to play buccaneer. Really, she hoped that I would catch up on my sleep while she was gone. Normally, I wouldn’t have let her get away with that kind of nonsense, but she was so worried about me and trying so hard to hide it that I decided to give her a break.  

I did go down to the beach to see them off. The chest of gold was loaded onto a wooden sledge, hauled along by six sailors. Behind them strode Latoya, who carried a second chest, this one empty. Darren followed, balancing the shovels on her shoulder.

We’d started to bury money a few months earlier. I wasn’t really comfortable with this, didn’t like leaving chests of treasure lying around on various beaches, but with Darren’s fleet growing richer by the month, we had to do something with the loot. The only other option was to keep it aboard, and that would never do. If word got out that every one of Darren’s ships was stuffed with gold up to the rafters, then not even the pirate queen’s mighty reputation would be enough to keep the sea-wolves at bay.

So we buried it, but I insisted on taking precautions. Some of the stashes were hidden under heaps of seabird guano. Others were lodged under rocks beneath the tideline, in places where the current could suck you down unless you knew exactly where to put your feet. Sometimes we sunk a deep shaft for the chest of gold, filled in the hole halfway, and then put an empty chest on top, as a blind. Scavengers who found the empty chest almost never dug any deeper. People are so quick to give up.

With the treasure party gone, I settled down to real work. First came a tour of the sentry posts. Darren had done this already, first thing in the morning, but some added caution was in order, since we were in the southwest part of Kila.  

The southwest was the domain of Lord Stribos of Torasan, Darren’s father. That was a problem because ever since Stribos exiled Darren, the two of them had not been on the best of terms. By that, I mean that Stribos had hired a number of mercenaries to go after Darren and try to chop her into tiny bits. It had been a while since he sent the last bunch, but with horrible fathers, you could never be too careful. That much I knew from personal experience.

All the sentries were at their stations and alert. The water was rippled glass, the horizon broken only by a ship’s silhouette. That was the Sod Off, one of Darren’s smaller vessels, which was anchored in the bay, standing guard while the flagship was beached. No sign of danger, no hint of an approaching storm, not so much as the puffiest little cloud overhead.

The next job on my list was something that Darren called “taking the pulse of the crew,” and I just called “snooping.” It involved drifting around between sailors, listening to their conversations, but more than that, listening to what they weren’t saying. You had to be alive to the meanings hidden in a shift of stance, a fidget, the downward flicker of an eye. 

A ship at sea is a little world, with its own wars and alliances and fashions and fads, its own culture and climate. A good captain knows that world so thoroughly that she can read the moods of her men like the wind and weather. A good captain knows that Sal can’t eat the salt pork because his teeth are wobbly in his gums, and that Gurny is so homesick that he blubbers in his hammock when he thinks no one can hear him. If two sailors start taking their pleasure with each other of an evening, a good captain knows what it means to each of them and how long it’s likely to last. A good captain knows whose toes are aching and who eats too much, who sings below-decks and who can’t stand music, who wanks on the foretop and what he thinks about when he’s doing it.

The smallest things become important when you’re on board a ship. When you’re at sea—that is, when you’re trapped in a wet wooden crate with seventy or so other people—you’re never alone. You eat and work and sleep and fight with someone at each elbow, and if you are secretly longing to step on Sal’s face and stuff Gurny’s hammock up his nostrils, then life gets very difficult very quickly.  

A good captain can track grumbling and bitterness to the source and roust them out before they grow into something worse. A bad captain understands none of this and acts surprised and almost offended when a mutiny suddenly erupts.

That morning, I learned that half the crew of the Banshee was snubbing Deriak because they thought he was swiping rum from the galley. I had my doubts, but never mind—they all believed it, and that could be enough to get Deriak bumped off the side of the ship some foggy night. We would transfer him to another ship, a smaller one, and warn its captain to keep an eye on the booze.

It was late morning by the time I was finished making the rounds. Time to think about feeding the crew. The day before, while most of us were careening the Banshee, a few sailors had scoured the coast for fresh food, but came up empty-handed. That meant the meal was made up mainly of salt beef, a large lump of which had been soaking in brine overnight. I shredded it and boiled it for a couple of hours until it was almost
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