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The Marshall Islands are spread over 750,000 square miles of water,​1 an area roughly the size of Mexico or almost three times the size of Texas.​2 But within that vast area of the Pacific Ocean, the islands themselves are only 70.5 square miles,​3 which is about 0.01 percent of the total water area they spread across. By means of comparison, the land area of the Marshall Islands is slightly larger than Washington, DC; about 7 percent the size of Rhode Island; or about 1 percent the size of Hawai’i.​4

The Marshall Islands are also very sparsely populated. Across those 70.5 square miles, the population was 42,418 in 2021.​5 When compared with cities (with populations over 100,000 people) in the United States that have a comparable land area, the Marshall Islands only have one-fourth to one-sixth of the population, on average. Washington, DC, had a 2020 census population of almost 690,000, or sixteen times more people than the Marshall Islands.​6

Given the small land area and small population of the Marshall Islands, it is perhaps unsurprising that few people are familiar with the traditional stories of the Marshallese. In addition to their remote location and small population, “It is not customary for storytellers in the Marshall Islands to share legends with just anyone.... Chiefs own the legends, and the storytellers need permission to tell them even to people on their own islands.”​7 Many of the current generation of storytellers are those who chose to listen to the stories when they were growing up.​8 Further, “It seems likely that most of the pre-missionary songs, dances, and folklore don’t exist anymore.”​9

Many of the traditional stories have similarities to other tales told on islands throughout the Pacific Ocean, but some modern retellings of these stories also have clear European inspiration.​10 The story I tell in the following pages is not a story based on those told in the Marshall Islands but is instead based on a reworking of European fairy tales set across Spain, vast distances traveled by water, and the Marshall Islands.

I owe an enormous debt of gratitude to Daniel A. Kelin II, who provided his thoughts on a draft of this novella. Any incorrect depiction of Marshallese society and culture are my own mistakes, but I hope that by sharing this story, it might inspire readers to learn more about the Marshall Islands and their traditional stories and storytellers.



​1 Daniel A. Kelin II, Marshall Island Legends and Stories (Honolulu: Bess Press, 2003), xiv.

​2 Wikipedia, “List of Countries and Dependencies by Area,” accessed February 24, 2026, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_countries_and_dependencies_by_area; Wikipedia, “List of U.S. States and Territories by Area,” accessed February 24, 2026, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_U.S._states_and_territories_by_area.

​3 Wikipedia, “Marshall Islands,” accessed February 24, 2026, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marshall_Islands.

​4 Wikipedia, “List of U.S. States and Territories by Area.”

​5 Wikipedia, “Marshall Islands.”

​6 Wikipedia, “List of United States Cities by Population,” accessed February 24, 2026, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_United_States_cities_by_population.

​7 Kelin, Marshall Islands Legends and Stories, vii, xv.

​8 Kelin, Marshall Islands Legends and Stories, xii.

​9 Kelin, Marshall Islands Legends and Stories, xvii.

​10 Kelin, Marshall Islands Legends and Stories, vii, xv.
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Long and long ago, in a far-off land called Spain, a place where large swaths of their land touch no water, lived a king named Charles. This king’s family had intermarried with other royal families, as was commonly done in that part of the world, making Charles the Holy Roman Emperor, King of Spain, Archduke of Austria, Duke of Burgundy, Lord of the Netherlands, and holder of many and sundry other titles, the full list of which is too long to say.

One day, King Charles summoned three of his ship captains, men who lived their lives on the water and knew the tragedy of a land that touched no water. These captains were known as the Tres Santos for the names of their ships. Captain Juan de Salazar captained the San Vicente, the fastest ship of the three. Captain Gaspar de Palencia had command of the San Fernando, the largest and most grandiose of the ships. And finally, Captain Diego del Castillo sailed the San Lorenzo, a humble but sturdy ship, much like the captain himself.

“Captains,” King Charles began, “We have need of your services. The islands that are home to the godless painted ones are treacherous, but you are the bravest of ship captains. There is no sea you would not sail for the greater glory of Spain and Our Lord God. We wish you to bring Us a sample of these islands’ bounty, so We might gaze upon its splendor.”

“Of course, Your Majesty,” Gaspar declared, “I shall bring you riches beyond your wildest imagining.” For Gaspar was a flatterer, always quick to acquiesce to the requests of his King.

“We shall, Your Majesty, for the glory of Spain and Our Lord,” Juan replied, always pious to a fault in the eyes of any onlooker.

Diego offered a bow as his only response, being a man of few words in the presence of royalty. He thought the King’s sudden interest in an area deemed impossible to navigate by captains far greater than Diego and his compatriots was reason for concern, but he knew better than to question the King. 

“There is one other thing,” the King said. “There are tales of a painted but beautiful pagan queen, said to be trapped in a tower, remote and treacherous to reach, by some manner of foul witchcraft. We wish to know if these stories are true. If they are, you will vanquish whatever witch has cast such a spell, rescue this queen, and inform her of Our interest in an alliance between monarchs. Perhaps she will make a suitable Queen of Spain.”

The Tres Santos bowed in unison, having received their tasks.

Once out of the King’s presence, Gaspar elbowed Diego in the ribs. “You see, young Diego, what His Majesty has offered us? Finally, a chance for everlasting glory.”

“Everlasting glory to Our Lord,” Juan reminded him, hands placed palms together, as though in prayer.

“What of the inhabitants of the islands, my friends?” Diego ventured.

“They are godless pagans,” Juan spat. “They traffic with demons and sorcery and have no culture or learning. We shall teach them of Our Lord and bring civilization to them through their queen, certainly.”
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