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Bryn

It turned out, I was not born for the sea. 

Which was fine by me, really. The only problem was...I was stuck on a ship for two weeks. I had brought some medicinal herbs that helped with sea sickness, but I underestimated the amount that I would need. I completely ran out while we were still days away from Trusul. 

Suffice it to say, I was thoroughly miserable and making everyone around me equally miserable due to the sudden and unpredictable evacuation of everything in my stomach. The only place where the movement of the sea didn’t affect me as much was in the galley since it was located at the center of our ship, The Nightingale.  

The cook was an older gentleman named Osamu. He had long dark hair that was always tied in a top knot and eyes so narrow, they appeared perpetually shut. He chopped vegetables faster than anyone I’d ever known. While he only had four fingers on his left hand, it didn’t slow him down one bit. He spoke with a thick accent and delivered his words quickly, like the cracking of whips against stone. When I explained my predicament, he said I was welcome to take refuge in his galley provided I didn’t get in the way.

The kitchen area was separated from the eating area by a counter and a half wall. There was space between the half wall and the first row of tables, about the span of two or three men standing side by side. I chose one of the furthermost tables to set up my own little workspace. 

I’d brought plenty of books written by doctors, scientists, and herbalists alike in the hopes of continuing my studies while journeying to the mainland. I’d also packed ingredients to make herbal remedies in case anyone aboard The Nightingale became ill or injured. With my measuring cups and spoons, my trusty pestle and mortar, my burner and chemistry set, I was well equipped. It took some time to remove all my tools from the crate and organize them neatly on the table, but once I was finished, I felt right at home. 

The lantern was lit. My parchment scrolls, quill, and ink bottle stood at the ready. With a tankard of hot chamomile in one hand, I read and took notes to my heart’s content. I also attempted to replicate some of the chemical experiments discussed in my books to practice measuring and grinding. If it weren’t for the rocking of the ship and the sharp scents of fish and salt, I could’ve tricked myself into thinking I was back on Holger. Back in my flat at Ishem’s School of Science or the room I was given in the guards’ living quarters on the royal hilltop. 

The only problem was the crude bench I sat on. After about two hours of intense study, my bottom was numb and my back was stiff. I ventured to the deck for a stretch and some fresh air, only to arrive at the top of the staircase and empty my stomach all over the wooden floor. Again. 

Rai, the cabin boy, raced up the steps with his trusty mop and bucket. He was a scrappy young man who always seemed to have something splattered all over his face (flour, gravy, sauce, or grease). With the same dark hair tied back in a knot and the same slant to his eyes, it was obvious he was related to the cook. A nephew or a grandson perhaps. He mostly helped Osamu with meal preparations, but he was also in charge of keeping the decks clean. 

Shortly after every episode of violent vomiting, Rai would appear beside me and deliver a look so cold and deadly that it would leave me quaking in my boots. (That was saying something since I was best friends with the King of Death Glares, also known as Viggo). 

No matter how often I apologized, Rai always did his duty with the stiff movements of someone who was a hiccup away from tossing me overboard. I stayed in the galley for as long as I could, primarily to spare him the truly disgusting task of cleaning up after me. But vomit wasn’t the only thing I could decorate the floors with.

Despite being blessed by Dotharr, I wasn’t the most graceful person. While testing the acidity in different potting soils, I accidentally elbowed a pot off the table. I tried to catch it but only succeeded in jostling the pot from one hand to the other before it flipped rather spectacularly through the air and fell onto the floor with a crack. 

Cringing, I glanced up to see Rai charging toward me with a broom and a scalding look.

“I’m sorry. It was an accident. Here let me—”

When I reached for the broom, the cabin boy held it out of reach. 

“Absolutely not,” he growled.

I stepped back and clasped my hands behind me. When he came to sweep away the dirt at my feet, I lurched back even more so that he wouldn’t sweep me along with the mess. 

“I really am sorry. If you want to leave the broom here, I can clean up after myself next time.”

Rai gave me a flat look.

“N-Not that there’s going to be a next time. I mean, I hope there isn’t but just in case...”

The cabin boy lifted the dustpan full of soil and hefted the broom over his shoulder. Then he marched away. Osamu caught my eye and gave an apologetic shrug from his spot behind the counter. I rubbed the back of my neck, feeling thoroughly chastised. 

“Rai hates me,” I muttered to Viggo later that night. 

My friend tossed and turned in the hammock above me. “He doesn’t hate you, Bryn. People get seasick. It’s perfectly normal. Besides, he signed up to be the cabin boy. He’s getting paid to clean up after us.”

“Yes, well, I’m the only one he seems to be cleaning up after.”

“If the weather continues to favor us, the cabin boy only has to put up with you for four more days.” Viggo stifled a yawn. “Try not to let it bother you.”

I sighed. Viggo had always been blessed with the ability to shelf certain thoughts and not fixate on them. His must’ve been such a carefree existence. I, of course, could only imagine.

Just then Asta came flitting down the aisle between hammocks. I knew it was her because of the combination of soaps and oils she used which, while subtle, were still undeniably feminine. If the men aboard The Nightingale bathed at all, it was with an odorless lye and charcoal soap combination. She might have been the only female on board, but she didn’t feel entitled to her own room. Although the captain did offer his, she refused to inconvenience him and took up one of the hammocks in the crew berths instead. 

Viggo must have caught her scent as well because he sat up to look for her. All signs of fatigue were gone, replaced by hopeful expectation. I would’ve teased him if he wasn’t so sensitive about just how much he loved this woman. Something about it ruining his fierce reputation, making him seem weak in the eyes of his subordinates, i.e. nonsense. Everyone looked up to Asta. If anything, the sailors were jealous of Viggo for somehow gaining her love in return. 

But would he listen to me if I pointed this out? Of course not. The stubborn mule. 

“Asta, settle a dispute for us, would you? Does Rai hate me?” I asked.

“Oh, undoubtedly.” She shrugged out of her coat and hung it on a hook that had been nailed into one of the wooden support beams by her hammock. Her braid swung around her shoulder as she reached down to unlace her boots. “But he hates everyone.”

“And how would you know this?” Viggo asked.

Asta smirked as she straightened. “He told me.”

I sat up in my hammock so fast that it began swinging wildly back and forth. A wave of nausea hit me like a punch to the stomach. I pressed my lips together and hunkered down into the netting. The world was still spinning so I shut my eyes. Asta hurried over to grab ahold of the end of my hammock and steady me. I offered her a weak smile in thanks. 

“Are you all right?” she asked.

I nodded. “S-s-so when did you and the cabin boy have this conversation about how much he hates me?”

“Shortly after my daily briefing with the captain and the king,” Asta said with a shrug. “But you shouldn’t dwell on it. Rai’s dislike is based solely on your vomit, not on you as a person. It’s a shallow hatred that will pass in time.”

“Great,” I murmured. “How is our illustrious leader?”

Asta nodded. “He’s well. I think he’s beginning to feel the weight of his mission, but he’d never admit it. Ever since I...” She shrugged. “Well, since his father died, he hasn’t allowed himself to show much weakness.”

“It’s only to be expected,” Viggo said. “So many are depending on him.”

“To be weak is to be human. No one should have to keep up a strong front all the time. It will make him sick if he doesn’t confide in someone.” I lifted one of the books from the stack I left on the floor by my hammock. “That has been proven many times over.”

Asta smirked. “Be that as it may, it’s his choice in the end whether he wants to confide in us or not.”

“You more likely than us,” I said. “Yours is a special bond.”

Viggo snorted as he shifted in the hammock. “Not that special...”

“Do I detect a hint of jealousy?” Asta asked with a knowing smile.

“Of course not,” I said before Viggo could. In a horrendous impersonation of his voice, I added, “Jealousy is for the insecure and we are certainly not insecure. Isn’t that right, my friend?”

“Yes, that’s right,” he muttered rather unconvincingly. 

Asta and I shared a grin.

She wasn’t vain but, surely, Asta knew she was beautiful. I suspected that was the reason why she was able to extend such grace to Viggo. 

I’d seen her in a corset and pantlets often enough to know just how beautiful she truly was. Of course, I’d only seen her in such indecent attire because I’d been tending to her wounds, but I would be lying if I said I’d been unaffected by the sight of so much skin.

I rejected those memories with all the fierceness of a priest denying his manly urges. I might’ve been infatuated with her when I’d first met her, but I’d known shortly thereafter that nothing romantic would ever develop between us. Asta was Viggo’s, wholly and truly. She was my friend, and we would certainly die to protect one another, but that was all.

While working on the royal hilltop with her, it had been effortless to separate feelings of desire from the only woman in my life. Something about being in such close proximity to her during the night seemed to make this harder, however.

Thankfully, I still had a book in my hand. I opened it when she stood on her tiptoes to kiss Viggo goodnight. I began to hum when they whispered that they loved each other. I pretended to be engrossed in the text about different fungi and their medicinal properties while they gazed longingly into each other’s eyes. As Asta retreated to her hammock, she tugged the hair tie out of her braid and began finger combing her long auburn locks.

“Good night, Bryn,” she said, tossing her now free hair over her shoulder.

Although I hadn’t finished reading the page, I turned it, saying, “Good night, Asta,” in what I hoped was a distracted sort of manner.

Viggo settled back into his hammock and fell asleep almost instantly. Even with our keen hearing, he could sleep practically anywhere. His was a sharp mind, one that could differentiate between mundane noises and the ones that spelled danger. His subconscious blocked out the former and alerted him to the latter. It was fascinating. And frustrating. 

I had to wait until the sailors had gone to sleep before I could nod off myself. And even then, I was often awoken by the faintest of sounds. Asta, being the King’s Defender, slept lightly and fitfully. I doubted she could ever truly relax, the poor thing. Being acutely aware of her movements made it even harder for me to sleep. With my body on the alert and my mind completely distracted by everything I sensed, I found myself reading the same paragraph multiple times. 

I finally set the book aside and shut my eyes. Tried to focus on the waves lapping against the ship, and the wind making the ratlines dance, and the sails swelling like the opening of a bellows. By some miracle, I managed to fall asleep...only to fall prey to a horrendously explicit dream involving Asta. I woke with such a jolt that I fell out of my hammock and knocked my forehead against the floor. 

“Are you all right?” my friends asked, their voices jarring to my sleep-addled mind.

“Fine. Just need some air,” I managed to say.

Like a cockroach fleeing from the light, I bolted out of the berth. 

Despite the rocking floor beneath my feet, I made it to the deck. I kept running until I collided with the wooden railing. Bending over, I panted down at the roiling sea below. The night air was crisp. The spray created by the waves when they smashed against The Nightingale rose up to meet me. I shivered in my sweat-soaked clothing. But the cold was good. It was doing away with any residual heat I felt from my terrible dream. When the movement of the water began to make my head spin, I looked up. 

The stars judged me from their heavenly perches. I begged for their forgiveness as I spotted the constellations from the legends of my childhood. Ishem, Heavenly Master of Science, pointed the way north. Dotharr, Heavenly Master of Warriors, thrust his spear through the heart of the bear who had once terrorized his village. Nua, Heavenly Master of Masters, sat upon his throne with his arms opened wide, inviting the other Masters to rule beside him. Of all the Heavenly Beings, it was said he craved community the most, which was why he’d shared his power with the other Masters in the first place. 

I found my eyes welling up with tears. In that moment, I’d never felt more alone.

“Please,” I whispered. “Help me.” 

I didn’t have anything in my stomach besides tea and bread. Still, my body rejected them with all the spite of a scorned lover. The hacking and gagging were intense. My head was throbbing by the time I was finished. My body was spent. Despair and frustration made me dig my fingers into the railing. I gritted my teeth until my jaw hurt. I hated this weakness, this flaw in my being that made me so sick at the slightest bit of movement beneath my feet. 

I was tired of this persistent dizziness, hunger, and humiliation. I was tempted to throw myself into the water and be lost to the sea. But I knew that wouldn’t fix anything. Sniffling and grumbling, I chose one star on the horizon and stared at it. Asta always said that’s what helped her, focusing on a fixed point in the distance. I didn’t know the science behind that, but it must’ve been subjective because it didn’t help me. Not one bit.

When I bent over to heave yet again, the ship hit a particularly large wave. Like a ragdoll, I was tossed overboard. 
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Bryn

Gravity mercilessly pulled me toward the water. I scarcely had time to shout before I was submerged in an icy darkness so complete, I was convinced I’d plunged into the bowels of hell. I thrashed about in a panic. 

Not only was I disoriented by the extreme cold and my sudden loss of vision, but I was still suffering the effects of my motion sickness. I struggled to find the way up. I was quickly losing the small amount of oxygen I’d managed to gather before I’d been swallowed by the sea. My ears were no help, overwhelmed as they were by the rush of bubbles all around me.

Then, I felt someone’s arm around across my chest. This guardian angel began to pull in a direction that I assumed was up because the pressure in the head was starting to decrease. We broke out of the watery trap I’d fallen into, with sputtering and greedy gasps of air. I looked around, hoping to find The Nightingale and safety. It sailed on ahead of us like a whispering shadow in the darkness. We’d heard about pirates sailing these waters, so we kept the lanterns doused on deck during the night. 

With my pulse thundering away in my neck, I shouted for help. If someone didn’t drop anchor soon, we’d be lost. We couldn’t catch up to it on our own. Then I felt a tug. The person holding onto me had their other hand wrapped around what appeared to be a rope. One end was tied to The Nightingale and the other end must’ve been tied around their waist because, as the ship sailed away from us, we were towed behind it. 

I was so relieved that I almost cried. I forced a laugh. “You’re a genius, my friend. I owe you my life.”

My savior nodded. “And don’t you forget it.”

As close as we were, with his arm around my waist and my arm around his shoulders, there was no mistaking who had leapt into the ocean to save me. His hair was loose, partially obscuring his face, but I knew it was Rai. 

“I am so sorry,” I blurted out. 

“Yes, I’m sure you are.” He tugged on the rope. “Unless you’d like to freeze to death, I suggest you start moving.”

“Oh, yes, of course.” 

I grabbed a hold and began to haul myself toward The Nightingale. Hand over hand, slowly but surely. Twice my grip slipped on the wet rope and twice I was knocked back by the waves in the ship’s wake. Rai was there to grab a fistful of my shirt and keep me from being tossed back into the sea. The longer we were in the water, the harder it was for my numb fingers to hold on to my lifeline. As the wind picked up, I was wracked with shivers. 

It would take a miracle for these cold hands to haul me up the side of The Nightingale. If I—someone graced with Dotharr’s gifts—was struggling, how was Rai managing? 

I looked behind me. The cabin boy shoved the hair out of his almond shaped eyes with a frustrated flick of his hand before he gripped the rope again and pulled himself along. I could barely make out the scowl on his face, but I could hear him panting just fine. He could’ve left me to drown out here and his days of cleaning up after me would’ve been over. Instead, he dove into this nightmare, risking his life for someone he despised. 

Grumpy or not, he was a good person. I decided then that he would make it back on deck, even if I had to carry him. 

I continued onward, pausing more frequently to check on his progress. When his fingers failed him and his grip on the rope slipped, I snatched his cuff as quickly as my abnormal reflexes allowed. His hand gripped my forearm. He gave a grateful nod. We pressed on until we were close enough to touch the starboard side. I grabbed ahold of the closest rung of the ladder built into the side of the ship, and turned to offer my hand. 

“I can carry you on my back if you’re tired.”

Rai waved me onward somewhat impatiently. “Don’t be absurd.” 

“I will not lose you to the sea. My grip is stronger.”

He gave me a flat look. “I’m tethered to the ship.”

“I know but it’s cold. Are you sure you can make the climb?”

“Of course, I can climb,” he said with a roll of his eyes.

I sighed. “Fine.” Turning back to the ladder, I muttered, “Just as stubborn as Viggo.”

I received a punch to the side. Grunting, I picked up the pace. The wind dried me off quickly but did little to warm me. I scurried up and over the wooden railing, landing unceremoniously on the deck. Then I turned around to check on Rai. His progress was slow. I flexed my hands in an attempt to bring some feeling back into them, and left them hovering over the rope. When he slipped and fell, I pulled the rope taunt. Unfortunately, my eagerness to help only ended up hurting him. Rai swung like a spider attached to a strand of silk and crashed into the side of The Nightingale. I panicked when he went limp.

Cursing and praying, I hauled him aboard. When he was close enough, I wrapped an arm across his chest and pulled him the rest of the way to safety. Once I had him flat on his back, I carefully handled his head. 

My physical education instructor’s voice lectured me from the back of my mind. “If you suspect a spinal injury, never move a patient.” 

But I had to be sure.

I carefully rolled Rai over onto his side and ran two fingers over the bones in his neck. Following the trail down the spinal cord, I counted the discs I could feel. Then I encountered some form of barrier. Curious, I lifted the hem and peeked under his shirt. There were surgical wraps wound so tightly around his chest that it was a wonder he could breathe at all. 

While I puzzled over why any man would have need for such a wrap, my gaze was drawn to his skin. His smooth, hairless skin. I leaned back a bit, studying his form further. There was something about the narrow set of his hips and the gentle curve of his abdomen that seemed...out of place. I tugged Rai’s shirt back down. Then I used a few fingers to move the hair away from his face. There was no flour or sauce or grease to distract from his sharp cheekbones and soft jawline. As I stared, the truth blossomed before me.

Rai was a woman. Masquerading as a man. 

I skittered back on all fours like a sand crab, my heart jumping around in my chest. I looked around wildly, as if someone were about to discover me snooping. But the decks were deserted. Quiet. Who was manning the helm? My question was answered when I heard a curse and then rapid footsteps coming my way. 

The captain’s right-hand man came to a stop beside me. 

“Master Brynjar, are you well?” He crouched down by Rai with a curse. “What happened to the cabin boy?”

“I...er...Rai rescued me,” I stammered. “I fell into the sea and Rai leapt in after me. He slipped while climbing back on board and hit his head. He is breathing, though. I don’t suspect a spinal injury.” The more I spoke, the calmer I felt. 

“Apologies, young sir. I was relieving myself and didn’t hear either of you fall into the water,” the sailor said with a remorseful bow of his head. “By the time the man in the crow’s nest alerted me—”

“It’s all right. We’re both safe now.” I raked my hands through my curly hair, hoping to coerce it down so that it wouldn’t dry standing up. Glancing around, I noticed a mop and bucket abandoned near the stairs leading to the poop deck. “Rai must’ve been cleaning when he saw me fall...” I turned back to the unconscious cabin boy. Er, girl. I cleared my throat. “He should be taken below deck and supplied with a cold compress to keep the swelling of his head injury to a minimum.”

“Yes, of course. I’ll have the watchman replace me at the helm,” the sailor said, standing.

I shook my head. “No, that’s all right. I can take Rai to Osamu. You can return to your post.”

“You’re certain?” he asked, arching an eyebrow. “What of your sea sickness?”

“It’s been quelled for now.” I bent down to scoop Rai up in my arms. Her clothes were baggier than they appeared, hiding wraps around her thighs and upper arms. I could feel them now as she leaned against me. No doubt she wore them to make herself appear bulkier, more masculine. Soaking wet the way that she was, the extra cloths must’ve been weighing her down. No wonder she’d struggled so much to climb...

I lifted her with little effort and made my way below deck.

The Nightingale creaked and tilted beneath my feet. Perhaps it was the cold or the shock of discovering this man in my arms was in fact a woman, but for whatever reason, my head remained clear and my stomach still. With a purposeful stride, I walked down the aisles between sleeping sailors until I found the cook. He snored loudly. 

I bumped his hammock with my thigh until he stirred.

“What, who? What?” Osamu muttered sleepily. He squinted in the darkness at me for a heartbeat before he realized who I was holding.

He leapt up quick for an old man. “What happened?”

I explained for a second time how Rai had rescued me and gotten a crack on the head for his trouble. Her trouble. This was going to be hard. I gingerly lowered Rai into her hammock and watched Osamu fuss over her. 

“I’ll fetch a cold compress for his head,” I said before stepping back.

As I ran to the galley, I wrestled with questions. Why would Rai pretend to be a man? For safety? To escape prejudice? Was it a preference? Did the king know? Surely the captain knew? Perhaps he wouldn’t have hired her if he’d known she was a woman...? Her situation back home must’ve been desperate for her to choose a life of relative isolation at sea. Perhaps her grandfather—or uncle?—was the only family she had left, and he was loath to leave her behind even for an important job like this.

For whatever reason, I wasn’t meant to know that she was a woman, so I would continue pretending that I didn’t know. It was the least I could do. 

I snatched a damp rag from the countertop and jogged over to my workstation. Combining two specific powders created a chemical reaction, which caused them to burn cold for a limited time. I wrapped them up in wax paper and then rolled the bundle up in the rag. I hurried back to Rai’s side. Finding the lump at the side of her head was easy. I pressed the compress against it, flinching when she did.

“I’m sorry, Rai,” I said. “This is all my fault.”

She turned away from me, burrowing further into the netting.

“Get some rest, young master,” the cook murmured. “I’ll tend to my grandson.”

Grandson. All right, well, that solved that mystery. I glumly surrendered the compress. Why had I come along on this journey? I was a burden to Rai. I was useless to the king. I only made my friends worry. Even when I tried to help, I only made things worse. I should’ve stayed on the island. I should’ve—

The cook caught my sleeve before I could retreat. “A cup of soup before you retire, young master?”

I swallowed past the lump of self-hatred in my throat. “No, please, don’t trouble yourself.”

“You are trembling. You must be freezing.” He made to rise.

I waved my hands and stepped back. “Your grandda—er, son needs you.” I cringed at my mistake.

The cook’s eyes flashed in the darkness. This being the first time I’d ever seen the whites of his eyes, I knew I was in trouble. 

I stepped back. “It’s been a long and terrifying night. I think I just need to change into some dry clothes and lie down.”

Osamu scrutinized me for a long moment before he bowed his head. “Very well, young master. Wake me if you require anything else.”

I nodded and smiled in thanks. As I walked away from him, however, I could still feel his gaze on my back. 
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Asta

I was shaken awake by the captain of The Nightingale. 

“Forgive me, Lady Isa, but the king calls for you.”

I climbed out of the hammock. After scrubbing my hand across my face, I glanced over at Viggo and Bryn. They slept soundly in their hammocks, although Bryn seemed to be wearing different clothes than the ones he’d fallen asleep in. His hair glistened as if it were wet. 

I’d have to ask him about that later. 

I untied the chord from my wrist and used it to tie my hair back as I followed the captain through the dark. “Did the king say what he needed?”

“No, Miss. Only that it was urgent.”

I nodded. That was typical of Torvald. Lately it seemed as though secrecy were his best friend. 

We climbed the wooden staircase and emerged into the open air. The sea was calm, the breeze gentle as it propelled us onward into the night. I inhaled greedily. The smell of the sea was so much better than the stale air belowdecks.

The captain led me to the king’s cabin and opened the door for me. He didn’t enter. Most people didn’t. I tugged on the hem of my shirt and attempted to flatten the creases on my linen pants before going in. Not that the king cared. I tried purely out of respect for his position. 

The door shut behind me, dimming the room. It was simple as far as king’s quarters went. There was a bed, a desk built into the wall, a wooden chair, a chest, and a tub partially obscured by a changing screen. A solitary fur rug took up residence at the center of the room. A candle burned on the desk. There the king sat, hunched over a pile of parchment. He scribbled away with ink-stained fingers. His brow was lowered as his lips formed the words he wrote. Then he shook his head and crumpled up the page he was working on. 

After tossing the quill aside, he raked a hand through his dark hair—which needed to be trimmed, much like his beard and mustache—and scowled at the wall. Despite the late hour, he was still dressed in his fine trousers, button down shirt, and golden brocade vest. Although, the first few buttons were undone, and his sleeves were rolled up. The simple crown made from white and yellow gemstones sat on the desk next to his inkwell. He reached for the half drunken glass of brandy and drained it in a single gulp.

I cleared my throat. “You called for me, sire?”

King Torvald’s gaze darted over to me before he lowered it to his parchment. “Yes. I need a story. I can’t sleep.”

“A story,” I echoed. “You woke your Defender in the dead of night for a story?”

“Yes, I’m the king. I’m allowed to do that,” he all but snapped.

I nodded slowly. “That’s true but, if I may be so bold as to ask, is it possible that you’re upset about something else and wish to speak to someone about it?”

Torvald chuckled darkly. “Whatever gave you that impression?” 

I sighed and tried to temper my ire. This wasn’t my king. This was a moody drunk. One I’d dealt with before.

“If a story is what you desire, my lord, I’ll happily oblige.” I gave a small bow and gestured to his bed. “Would you like to lie down while I tell it? In case you fall asleep?”

He collapsed into his bed fully clothed. I walked over to remove his boots.

“Once upon a time, there was a prince who loved horses very much,” I murmured as I worked on the laces.  “But he was always too busy with political matters to do more than fantasize about riding.”

“Until one day he said, ‘I renounce my throne and now dedicate my life to something I actually enjoy,’” King Torvald lifted his head to say. 

I raised eyebrows at him. “Who is telling the story here?”

He lowered his head again. 

I tugged off his boot and tossed it onto the floor before moving on to the next one. “One day, he skipped an important meeting to visit the stable. Brushing his favorite horse helped tremendously.”

“Was her name Inger?” Torvald asked. There was a note of wistfulness in his voice as he spoke the name of his favorite mare back on Holger.

I shrugged. “If you’d like. The prince felt so at peace, so at home with his horse; it was as though he could breathe properly again.” 

Now that both of his feet were bare, I lifted them onto the bed and stepped back. How childlike he appeared, resting on his back with his nose pointed at the ceiling. I eased into his desk chair and continued my story.  

“As he surveyed the stable, he was reminded of the importance of doing one’s job. If the stable hands neglected their duties, for instance, the prince’s beloved horse would go hungry or thirsty or have uncomfortably long hooves.”

“Not every story needs to have a moral, Asta,” the king grumbled.

“So, the prince returned to the assembly hall and participated in that very important meeting,” I said, speaking over him. “By doing so, he made a difference in the lives of his people and inspired both awe and respect in the hearts of his counselors. He did, however, make a small change in his routine so that he could visit his horse more often, even if it was just for a few minutes every day. The end.”

The king “harrumphed” and he reminded me so much of Dagmar then that I had to look away. I suddenly wished my handmaiden were there with us. She’d been the king’s nursemaid; she could’ve talked some sense into him. Then again, so could the king’s grandfather, Makoa. But the older gentleman had stayed behind to help the queen govern Holger in Torvald’s absence. As for Dagmar...

Torvald twisted onto his side to look at me. “Do I remind you of my father?”

I scoffed. “That maniacal tyrant who started this crusade, killed everyone I loved, and burned my town to the ground? Not even a little bit, sire.”

He exhaled in relief and offered a small smile. 

“You do remind me a little of Dagmar, though.”

At this, his smile faded. There was a flash of pain in his royal blue eyes before he squeezed them shut. “I miss her, Asta.”

“So do I, my lord.”

I watched him, chewing on the inside of my cheek. All the hopes and expectations of the Holgarians were placed on this twenty-three-year-old man. Sheltered the way that he was, he had once been so idealistic and naïve. He’d changed since his father’s execution. I worried that our relationship would suffer since I was the one to remove the former king’s head. But, in the end, I’d worried for nothing.

Torvald himself was different. More commanding. More stoic. More silent. At least in public. His pain, his doubts, his fears only emerged when he was inebriated. And I was the only one who ever saw him in that state. It was exhausting to say the least. If his wife were here, surely, she’d take some of this burden from me. Perhaps he’d been worried about her safety. Perhaps he’d believed that he needed to make up for the sins of his father on his own. Perhaps he’d trusted no one else to rule the island in his stead. For whatever reason, Torvald had left Queen Kalea behind. I never asked him about this decision, but in secret, I wondered if it wouldn’t have been better for all of us if he’d invited her to come along. 

I sighed, rubbing a sore spot on my neck. My eyes strayed to the scraps of parchment arrayed on his desk, to the words hastily scribbled. It appeared to be the beginning of a speech. He spoke about forgiveness and forging new relationships for the sake of future generations so I assumed this was a speech he would be giving to the leaders of the mainland. There were multiple lines scratched out, and some words were misspelled or blocked by splotches of ink. His frustration was evident, each letter becoming darker and bolder as if he’d pressed harder against the quill. The speech ended mid-sentence. This wasn’t what he’d crumpled up earlier when I’d first entered the room. 

I glanced at the king to be sure he’d fallen asleep. His breathing appeared slow enough for him to be sleeping. Still, I carefully lifted the ball of parchment from his desk and opened it.

Dear Kalea,

If you’re reading this, it’s because I’ve died in my pursuit to bring about peace for our people. The burden of leadership has therefore fallen to you. I entrust my half siblings and all my worldly possessions to you. 

I had half a mind to toss the page aside and flee the room. This shouldn’t have been seen by anyone other than the queen. It was too personal, too private. But I couldn’t stop reading for some reason.

There are many things I wanted to tell you, things I was too afraid to say when we were together. Now, I feel I must write them down or I’ll regret it forever.

Everything changed so quickly. You were my childhood friend, then you were my half brother’s teacher, then you were my wife...Still, I can’t think of you as my wife. In my heart, you’ve remained my childhood friend. On our wedding night, you asked me if I loved you. I looked into your eyes and lied to protect you, to ensure the continuation of my lineage, but also to satisfy a selfish need. I thought it was the right thing to do at the time. Now, I feel only remorse. You deserve better, so much better. I hope you’ll find a man who can truly love you. 

The king stirred. I bunched up the parchment again and tossed it onto the desk. Then I leaned my chin against my fist and pretended to be fighting sleep. 

Torvald squinted up at me. “Still here, Asta?”

“Hmm?” I murmured, straightening up. “Yes, of course.”

“Go on and get some rest. You’ve done your duty.” Then he rolled over to give me his back.

I rose and crept to the door.

“Asta.”

Spinning back around, I said, “Yes, my lord?”

Torvald still lay facing the wall, so I couldn’t read his expression. “Forgive me.” He sounded small and tired.

“There’s nothing to forgive,” I said softly.

But he had already fallen back to sleep.

––––––––
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VIGGO WAITED FOR ME on the wooden staircase. He sat on one of the middle steps, leaning his elbows on his knees, holding a mug of black tea in one hand. The night breeze touched his light brown hair, ruffling it as if an invisible someone was running their fingers through it. His sleeves were rolled up to his elbows like always. I could never tell him because it would add to his vanity, but I loved the sight of his forearms. He was barefoot as well. Perhaps he’d been in too much of a hurry to bother with boots.

He didn’t turn as I approached, but I knew he heard me. 

I sat beside him. It was a narrow passageway. Our shoulders touched and we still blocked the entire width of it. 

“Is that for me?” I asked.

Viggo wordlessly handed over the tea.

Once I’d taken a sip, I leaned my head against his shoulder. “Did I wake you when I left?”

“No, the captain did when he came to fetch you.” He clasped his now empty hands before him and stared at the darkness below. “What did the king want at this hour?”

“Surely, you could hear everything from here,” I said before taking another sip. It was bitter, but it was warm. Unlike Viggo’s demeanor. “Why do you doubt me?”

“I have never doubted you,” he said, twisting around to give me a severe look.

I leaned back and raised my eyebrows at him. “Yet you interrogate me.”

“I question the king’s need for you at such an ungodly hour,” was the terse response.

“He was drunk. He needed mothering. There was nothing remotely romantic about our interaction.” 

Viggo evaluated me, copper eyes gleaming in the poor lighting. 

I met his calculating stare as I took another drink. 

Finally, he averted his gaze. “I’m sorry.”

“Again.”

“Again,” he said with a humble bow of his head.

I rubbed my eyes with my thumb and forefinger. I was so tired. “My patience has a limit, Viggo.”

“So does mine.”

I opened my eyes to find him staring down at his interlacing fingers. His shoulders were stiff. A muscle twitched in his jaw. He didn’t elaborate. He didn’t have to. We’d had this discussion before.

“I won’t marry you on a ship in the middle of the ocean, simply to silence your insecurities.”

He straightened up, opening his mouth to defend himself no doubt. I silenced him by cupping his chin in my free hand and pulling him in for a kiss.

“I’ll marry you in the chapel on the royal hill of Holger with your family behind you, Bryn beside you, and Kalea beside me,” I said once we parted. “Torvald can officiate.” 

Viggo sighed. “Asta—”

“Because I want to,” I added, giving him a stern look. “Because I love you, you rugged, impossible, wonderful man. There is no one else I’d rather be bound to for the rest of my life.” 

“That may be shorter than either of us would like.” He took my wrist in his hand, speaking before I could interrupt him. “You are King’s Defender and we’re traveling to a place where everyone we encounter is going to want him dead. You are extraordinary, but even you can’t keep the entire world at bay. Someone will catch you by surprise and—” Here he leaned forward so that our forehead’s touched. So that all I could see were his eyes, darting back and forth between mine. “You will be lost to me forever, as well as any chance for happiness.”

“Here I thought that was the reason why you came,” I said to lighten the mood. “To help me protect the king.”

“I came because I hated the thought of being without you.” 

Swallowing with difficulty, I lowered my hand. He released me without a fight. His lamp-like eyes watched me as if looking for something. Perhaps he searched for proof that I felt the same? Did he want more reassurances? What was the point of telling him the truth if he wouldn’t believe it? He claimed not to doubt me, but wasn’t that what he was doing even now?

I sighed. “Don’t let Torvald hear you say that, or he might question your loyalty.”

“The king knows exactly where my loyalties lie. Everyone on The Nightingale does.”

Giving him a sideways look charged with annoyance, I asked, “Would you just tell me what you’re so afraid of?”

Viggo leaned his elbows on his knees again, turning back toward the darkness. “Honestly?”

“Have you ever been anything but honest with me?” I asked through narrowed eyes.

“No,” he said without missing a beat. “No, I have not.” He glanced at me again, frowning.

I waited.

“I’ve loved you since our academy days, Asta. You decided a month ago that you loved me. Sometimes, I wonder if...” His eyes dipped away from mine. He swallowed, grumbled something under his breath. But I heard it. “If you only told me what I wanted to hear to spare my feelings.”

Oh, was that all? I could fix that.

“Viggo,” I said with all the haughtiness I could muster, “have I ever made an attempt to spare your feelings?”

He chuckled, shattering the frigid wall he’d built between us. “Not that I know of.”

“The correct answer is ‘no’. And I don’t believe you’ve ever said anything to me simply to spare my feelings. It’s one of the things I cherish the most about our relationship.”

He straightened at that.

“In case you’ve forgotten...” I looked down at the steaming cup of tea in my hand. Took a deep breath. “I took this journey across the sea once before but in reverse. During that time, Tatsuo did all manner of horrible things to me. Things that I still haven’t been able to remember completely. But they haunt me all the same. There are times when the memories strike, and I’m overcome with a completely illogical but equally immobilizing fear.” 

Viggo’s gaze was heavy on my face. His breath quickened, no doubt responding to the acceleration of his heartbeat. I felt his anger, hot and unyielding, not toward me but toward the man who had so brutally hurt me. Despite the phantom pain I felt, I found myself smiling just a little. 

For my safety, there was no one he would not challenge, nothing he would not risk. How could I not love him for that?

Placing a hand on his forearm, I leaned in. “When I’m with you, I’m safe. Nothing has changed that. Not our arguments. Not your secret vices or insecurities or persistent marriage proposals. Certainly not your obsessive bathing routine.”

“I like to be clean,” Viggo said, taken aback. “What’s wrong with that?”

I released him to clap a hand over my mouth, to stifle the explosive laugh that would’ve otherwise woken everyone else. He wrestled with a confused sort of smile while I composed myself.

“Perhaps I did rush into a relationship with you, but only because I wanted to,” I finally said. “Not only are you the safest place for me, but you are infuriatingly handsome, you know.”

At this, he shrugged and murmured, “I hadn’t heard.”

I bumped his shoulder with mine. He bumped me back with a small smile. A more comfortable silence swept in around us, as warm as a blanket in wintertime. I sipped my tea, enjoying the whispering wind at our backs, the creaking wood beneath our feet, the endless night sky I could feel looming above us. I looked up to admire the stars through the rectangular hole that led abovedeck. After a time, Viggo leaned back on his elbows to do the same.

“I don’t want to have any regrets when it comes to you, Asta.”

Our eyes met. 

“Nothing left unsaid or...undone.”

We stayed that way for some time, lighting a fire between us with the intensity of our gazes and the words neither of us were brave enough to say. Not that words were needed in that moment. He had never been more transparent. The longing was evident in the way his gaze swept over my face, my throat, my clavicle, and back again. It was one thing to read about such things in novels, or to hear about it from other young ladies who were infatuated. It was another thing entirely to be on the receiving end of such a look. A look that stripped a man bare, removed the outer layers of muscle and prickles and steel, and revealed their deepest wish. Their most jealously guarded secret. 

I have the power to break him. Irrevocably. 

The realization left me breathless. He was the strongest person I knew and yet, when it came to me, he might as well have been made of glass.

Abandoning my tea on the stair, I bridged the gap between us once again. I tugged on his collar with both hands, bringing him in for a kiss. He responded with the same urgency, turning into me, hooking his free arm around my waist. The stair dug into my hip. I hardly noticed. Shielded as I was by his warmth, wrapped in his familiar smell, gathered so tenderly in his hands, it was a wonder I could remember to breathe. 

Viggo released me to press a kiss to my neck. I would have agreed to anything right then, perhaps even marriage by sea captain. But—

“You’ll always wonder.”

He leaned back to give me a quizzical look.

“You worry about me rushing into a courtship with you. What’s to keep you from worrying about me rushing into marriage?” Ignoring the flame-like tendrils dancing across my skin, I said, “I could marry you this very minute and you would still have doubts. You’d wonder if I’d made the decision out of guilt or pity or because I allowed myself to be swept up by—” I was going to say ‘desire’, but I lost my nerve and simply said, “E-Everything you’re making me feel right now.”

“No, if we were married right this very minute, I wouldn’t think twice about your reasoning.” Viggo touched my nose with his, eyes half lidded. “I’d be too busy kicking the king out of his cabin.” 

The heat radiating from my face could’ve set the whole ship on fire. “I would not spend our wedding night in the king’s bed.”

“But you would in the captain’s bed?” Viggo asked with a hopeful grin.

I slapped his arm. He leaned away from me, clapping a hand over his arm as if I’d wounded him. When he glanced at me again, some of the longing had retreated but the affection remained.

“I’ll wait,” he vowed, so solemnly that it almost melted my heart. “I won’t bring it up again. I promise. When you say the word, we’ll be married.”

I grinned. “Thank you.”
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Chapter Four
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Bryn

“You know, don’t you?”

I paused in my note-taking to look up at Rai. Even though I knew she was a woman, I still had to look closely to see it. The wraps around her chest, arms, and thighs hid any semblance of a curve, made her appear boxy even up close. Her height didn’t seem suspicious because her grandfather was on the short side as well. I had just assumed it was a genetic trait when I’d first met her. The flour on her face distracted from the feminine line of her jaw and delicate upturn of her nose. She’d made no attempt to tame her eyebrows either. 

Playing the part of the grumpy cabin boy had not only helped her go unnoticed but had persuaded people who did notice her to keep their distance. She’d done a masterful job protecting her secret. I wasn’t about to let her efforts go to waste. She’d saved my life after all. But from the defensive stance and the challenge in her dark eyes, I gathered she didn’t realize that. 

The galley was empty save for the two of us and Osamu, who dutifully chopped vegetables behind the counter. Still, I kept my voice low.

“You don’t need to be afraid. I’m not going to tell anyone.” 

“That’s right. You’re not,” she said with her signature scowl. “You owe me.”

“I owe you,” I said at the same time. 

“Good. Glad we understand one another.” She made to leave but then swung back around. “I may not be gifted like you and your friends are, but I can always poison your tea if you decide to cross me.”

I bowed my head. “Yes, you can.”

“Or push you into the sea the next time you rush abovedeck to vomit.”

“True enough.”

“Or—”

“Rai,” I said with a chuckle and a lifted hand. “I know. It doesn’t change anything. I wouldn’t have told anyone anyway. It’s not my nature.”

She raised a dubious eyebrow. “Because...?”

“Because it would be wrong,” I said with a shrug. 

“It’s that simple, is it?” she asked dryly.

“It is for me.” I deposited my quill in the inkwell before returning my attention to her face. “But if it would make you feel better, I’ll tell you a secret of mine. That way you can feel as though you have leverage over me. Sound fair?”

Rai considered this with eyes narrowed in suspicion and her arms firmly crossed. She must’ve realized there could be no devious plot behind my suggestion because she nodded. 

I opened my mouth to admit something trivial, but I had a feeling she wouldn’t be satisfied unless I offered her a secret that could be equally devastating for me if it was revealed. 

Steeling my nerves, I said, “I had an inappropriate dream about Asta last night. That’s why I was on the deck. I had to get away from her and Viggo.”

At this, Rai’s face grew slack in surprise. She dropped her arms to her sides.  

“It’s not as if I have feelings for her or anything. She’s my friend and nothing else,” I added, “It was only a dream.”

Rai nodded. “All right. I wasn’t sure what I was expecting but that certainly wasn’t it.”

“Are we on even ground again?” I asked.

“Definitely.” After shaking off her momentary amazement, she resumed her scowling. “I’d say our business is concluded.”

“Agreed,” I said with a bow of my head.

“Good day, Master Brynjar.” Rai gave a stiff bow before retreating to her spot behind the counter. 

“Good day,” I echoed belatedly. 

Rai proceeded to slice up the salted pork at an astounding speed with her eyes fixed on the cutting board all the while. I resumed my note-taking. We didn’t so much as make eye contact for the rest of the morning.
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I HAD MY HEAD IN MY hands and was battling a new bout of nausea when I heard Osamu approach. I straightened up. He lowered a cup of broth onto the table.

“Thank you,” I said, smiling. 

“I apologize for Rai,” he said with a courtly bow. “He does not like feeling indebted to anyone.”

I glanced around the galley. It was crowded now, the promise of lunch making every sailor giddy and talkative. No one joined me at my table, mostly because the surface was covered with books and equipment but also, I suspected, because of my propensity to vomit.  

“I assure you. I’m the one who is indebted to him.” I caught Rai’s eye as I lifted the cup of broth. 

She busied herself with adding more seasoning to the soup, her mouth set in a thin line.

“He is upset that I’m talking to you,” Osamu said. “I suppose he’d rather I not share the reasons behind his choice to dress the way he does.”

“In that case, you shouldn’t tell me.” I sipped the broth, which was so flavorful that I let out an involuntary groan of appreciation. “This is delicious. What’s in it?”

Osamu bowed his head. “An old family recipe, young master. Unfortunately, it’s a secret.”

I took another long, greedy drink. “I feel a lot better now. Thank you again.”

“You’re too kind, Master Brynjar. To me and my grandson. I thank you.” He bowed one more time before departing. 
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“THERE’S SOMETHING NOT right about the cabin boy,” Viggo murmured, rolling the dice around in his palm.

I had been working on my fourth cup of broth while examining the game board, but now I looked up. “What do you mean?”

His copper eyes flicked in Rai’s direction before he lowered them down to the game again. Tossing the dice over the table, he said, “I’m not sure. There’s a stench about him I find familiar yet unsettling. I can’t put my finger on it.”

I exhaled, smiling. “It’s possible he hasn’t bathed in a while, Viggo. Most sailors don’t prioritize cleanliness like you do.” 

My friend shot me an irritated look. He moved his pieces across the board, one per die. I scrutinized his decision, trying to remain impassive. 

Viggo needed more direction before he became proficient at this game the sailors had taught us. We often practiced in the evenings, shoving my books and chemistry set aside to make room for the gaming board on my table. As we played, I gave him instructions on how to better his strategy. Then he challenged one of the sailors later, applying my advice. Sometimes he was victorious. Sometimes not. Despite his eagerness to win, he wasn’t always the best at receiving criticism. So, when he looked up at me with his eyebrows raised expectantly, I chose my words with care.

“You’ve placed your pawn in prime position to be devoured by this one of mine,” I said, pointing. 

“I’m sacrificing one to make way for the other,” Viggo said, gesturing to the piece in question. 

“Yes, I know, but if you did this here...” I switched the pieces. “You could not only avoid losing this pawn but also take out three of mine, see?”

Viggo stared at the board for a time before slowly nodding. “And I would be able to skip over your three since I rolled an even number on one of the dice.”

I nodded in encouragement. 

Viggo rearranged his pieces accordingly. “Yes, that makes sense. I should’ve seen that sooner.”

“There’s no shame in being bad at something,” I said with a wry smile.

He responded with a frown that told me I was wrong, but he didn’t want to take the time to explain why. Most likely, it was because his reasoning wasn’t logical in the slightest. I grinned widely as he slapped the dice into my hand.

Rai passed by with the mop as I shook the dice between the palms of my cupped hands. Viggo stiffened, nostrils flaring.

Out of curiosity, I took a breath. There were the obvious smells one would find in a galley: seasonings, salted meats, buttered breads, and cooking vegetables. There was the inescapable scent of perspiration which was always found in a crowd. But there was something else wafting through the air, a scent Viggo would most definitely recognize since he’d shared quarters with two sisters for several weeks after he’d been gifted with extraordinary senses. 

I only knew of it because I’d very recently been forced to share quarters with Asta...during her monthly bleeding. My innards tightened in fear. It wouldn’t take long for Viggo to remember why he knew that smell and start to wonder why it was coming from the cabin boy.

I tossed my dice onto the table, suddenly enough for Viggo to jerk in surprise. Then I moved my pawns, scooped the dice into a pile, and pushed them toward him.

“Why do you have to make it look so effortless?” he grumbled, snatching the dice back.

“Come now,” I said with a chuckle. “You’re proficient in many areas where I’m not. There’s no need to be jealous of this one inconsequential thing that I do better than you.” While I spoke, I dipped my quill in the inkwell and scribbled a note with care. If I moved languidly enough, he might not pay too close attention to what I was doing. 

Viggo rolled the dice again, frowning at the board. It seemed he’d momentarily forgotten about Rai, Masters be praised. I folded the parchment while I watched him move his pieces. Using some sleight of hand, I hid the note and snagged my mug off the table at the same time. 

Rising, I said, “I need more broth. I’ll be back.” 

Rai studiously created zigzagging patterns on the wooden floor with the wet mop while holding a bucket full of suds in the other hand. I cleared my throat as I approached.

She looked up, expressionless. “Yes, Master Brynjar?”

“Would you be so kind as to refill my cup?” I asked, making a show of placing the note inside the mug before I handed it over. Since my back was to Viggo, I figured he wouldn’t see.

Rai accepted it with a nod. “Certainly.” 

She abandoned the mop in its bucket to do as I asked. When she returned with a full mug of steaming broth, the note was nowhere to be seen. I took the offering, bowing my head in thanks. Then I returned to my friend and our game. If Rai took my warning seriously, she’d avoid Viggo until her bleeding was over. If not, well...then someone else would be learning her secret very soon.
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Chapter Five
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Asta

Torvald hit the deck and rolled, coming to a stop just before he could crash into the barrels by the ratlines. Growling curses, he scrambled up. His eyes were just as wild as his hair when he searched the floor for his weapon. He’d abandoned his brocade vest and crown. Even in a white shirt and brown trousers, he had a royal air about him—one that alerted all warriors in the vicinity to his vulnerability. Which was why we were sparring.

I cleared my throat. His gaze swung over to me. I held up his sword. Torvald’s nostrils flared as he let out a frustrated exhale. I advanced, now wielding his sword as well as mine. The king roared as he charged me head on. I winced as the sound scraped against my sensitive eardrums, vibrated through my skull, set my teeth on edge. It took conscious effort to hang onto my weapons and not toss them aside so that I could cover my ears. I picked up the pace out of the instinctual urge to silence the thing that was causing me pain. If this had been a real match between myself and an enemy, I would’ve made one of the swords sail through his throat. 

I made a mental note to mention that to the king when we were finished here. I swung both swords, but he managed to dodge beautifully. Then Torvald tackled me around the middle. I released the swords. My
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