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DAKOTA BLACK 
 
 
 
 

-LOOMINGS- 
 

Call me Isabelle. Sometime ago, never mind 
exactly when, I found myself restless. For countless 
days, I found my gaze moving skyward. The red 
morning dawn would meet my thirsty eyes, 
evaporating the last of the lingering stars as it washed 
away the shadowy stains of a long night. Infinite 
variations of clouds would then become the 
attraction, a never-ending picture show of white 
puffs floating lazily by, maybe wispy swirls seemingly 
frozen in place, or the cover of a lifting fog 
accompanied by the insubstantial and sometimes 
welcome drizzle of rain. Some days it was thundering 
and towering stacks flooding the streets with heavy 
downpours, others a solid gray ceiling bringing 
perpetual dusk, and on special occasions a thin and 
silken layer high in the sky adorning the sun with a 



 

 

crown, the almighty king of the heavenly lights.  
The grand finale was and is repeated evening by 

evening as the day recedes into night, and has drawn 
our attention since the dawn of man. Surely even 
Adam and Eve sat side by side and enjoyed the 
multispectral kaleidoscope that so many lovers since 
gazed upon with doe eyes, a natural aphrodisiac. The 
Sun, placed in the heavens by God’s word as a gift to 
the world, to shed light on all the beauty of His 
making, shows during its daily closing act to be 
perhaps His most beautiful creation.  

Despite my passion and no matter my spirit’s 
protests, however, my eyes would eventually bring 
their focus away from the heavens and back to the 
reality in which I lived, and the worlds chaos I had 
yet to really understand. Only recently having freed 
myself from incarceration and forced labor, an 
injustice that I endured since I was a child, having 
nothing to my name and knowing nothing of how I 
could bring value to the world, I wandered looking 
for some sign of my destiny, waiting for some 
glimpse into what purpose my existence could 
possibly have.   

Although the sky called me, I began to view the 
sea as an escape. One thing I was sure of is that the 
land had defeated me, and I had no love for it. 
During my bondage my soul had at times been no 
more than the flickering light of a dying flame, even 
less than that, perhaps just an ember, blocked from 
the winds of freedom and losing its glow. What if I 
viewed the swinging chap at the gallows with envy? 



 

 

What if the sharp sickle of the field sang to my 
blood, offering it an escape from the body that 
betrayed its inherent nobility? I had wanted to die for 
a long time, but survived out of spite. I would not let 
the ground have me. I would not feed myself to the 
fields. In freedom I have maintained that grudge. 
However, slipping under the surface of the sea and 
succumbing to a November squall in a fight with the 
natural rage of one of God’s greatest creations to me 
seemed acceptable, almost grand. Even then, I would 
not give in without resistance, for with freedom my 
ember had found its flame and demanded more. So, I 
decided to find a spot as a common sailor. It was not 
the proper place for a woman, and I knew I risked 
facing rejection and unknown hardship. I knew that 
by no means was such a position viewed as anything 
too respectable, but I had started to think to myself 
that away from the land, perhaps I could find 
purpose, even honor in life. 

It was a Saturday when I left New Amsterdam. 
No way could I have guessed the voyage the fates 
had in store for me. Never would I experience the 
sea, and never again would the sky represent such 
benign beauty to me. Now, when I gain the courage 
to glance up, I see the clouds as playing an ominous 
part, not only for the rampages I have seen them 
release on their own accord, but because of their 
willingness to hide the terror that glides above them. 
God’s creation is no doubt awe inspiring, but I fear 
that our sin has unleashed powers that we cannot 
contain. Perhaps the great serpent was Satan himself, 



 

 

perhaps it was a demon, or more likely just another 
of God’s wondrous creatures, beautiful and perfect- 
terribly beautiful, imperviously and powerfully 
perfect. 
 

 
-THE CARPETBAG- 

 
I took with me no more than I could carry if I 

were doing the entire journey on foot. All and all, it 
was two full changes of cloths and my toiletries that I 
stuffed into my carpetbag. I left New Amsterdam 
destined for the Dartmouth region. I arrived in New 
Bedford late Saturday. My intent was to find a place 
on a Whaler, and New Bedford offered passage to 
Nantucket. As for Nantucket, well, there was no 
better place to find such employment. I wasn’t sure 
my odds of success, but figured a rough job during a 
rough time of the year would need a warm body, and 
mine was available. I certainly would not discriminate 
one vessel from another.  The first task to 
accomplish, however, was to find a place to eat and 
rest my head. Reaching into my pocket and feeling 
the change that resided there, I knew in that regards 
my options would be limited. It was hard enough as a 
lonesome young woman to get service, even more so 
a lonesome young woman limited on funds. Most of 
the town would be off limits; I would have to move 
away from Main Street and down a few alleys, of that 
I was sure. 

Still, I couldn’t help my attention being drawn to 



 

 

some of the more classy establishments. I stopped at 
the door of a rather expensive and well-lit inn and 
eatery, “The Crossed Harpoons”, and peered in as 
two patrons were walking out. I could see the dining 
area off to the left of the main entrance. The tables 
were mostly full, and for just a moment the smell of 
roasting meats and fish swirled about me. The door 
closed, but still I lingered; a small growl in my 
stomach worked its magic, temporarily cutting off 
the communication between my mind and feet. From 
the corner of my vision I saw the gentlemen who had 
just exited, and their suspicious looks broke the spell 
hunger had placed on me. I looked towards them, 
managed a smile, and lowered my eyes. I removed 
my hat and wished them a pleasant evening. With 
some grumblings, none too kind, they turned their 
backs on me and moved to their waiting horse and 
buggy. I too turned and moved quickly away, taking 
the next available route to leave the brick path of 
main street and find an establishment more fit for my 
caste, maybe lacking in the savory smells of the richer 
meals, but with a kitchen just as capable of filling a 
needy void. 

I found myself moving towards the docks. After a 
bit of wandering my eyes settled on a dilapidated 
haunt of a building, dark and leaning, with a swinging 
sign over the door and a less than inviting name. 
“The Spouter Inn: -Peter Coffin.” A sharp howling 
wind surrounded the building, seemingly coming 
from all directions, which was a good thing, because 
from the looks of it a wind coming from any one 



 

 

direction may have put the structure at risk of 
collapsing. I reached my hand into my pocket, once 
again feeling what coin I had. As I walked towards 
the entrance, I definitely could smell something 
cooking. I was willing to accept the place for a night 
or two, contingent to, of course, their willingness to 
accept me. 

 
 
-THE SPOUTER INN- 
 

I tucked my blonde locks up into my hat the best I 
could and pulled my collar high, covering my 
freckled cheeks. I didn’t want to bring attention to 
myself upon walking in, although my disguise was 
barely a disguise at all. I knew anyone who took more 
than a glance would recognize me as a young lady, 
nay, not a lady but a tramp, a vagabond. They would 
assume I was a poor adolescent looking for 
handouts, and the innkeeper would take note of the 
interruption and glances, no doubt reacting instantly 
to show his paying guests that he would not see them 
hassled by beggars, because even if he didn’t run a 
gilded establishment, it was still a respectful place. I 
didn’t want to be turned out without a chance to 
explain myself, without a chance to throw down my 
coin, and so I walked quickly with my head down, 
hands in my pockets, straight toward the Inn 
Keeper’s counter. I stopped, my face still hidden, and 
laid down what I hoped was a fair sum for a meal 
and a bed before looking up. 



 

 

“A room sir… and a spot at a table, whatever I 
may get,” I said with an attempt at a gender neutral 
voice. 

He eyed me suspiciously, and then grabbed my 
coin, turning it in his hand as if to inspect it for 
authenticity. Finally, he grunted and dropped it into a 
pouch he had tied around his waist. 

“Aye, I can feed ye, but there be no room. Our 
whalers, men comfortable with close quarters on a 
ship, they double up sometimes, but ye be no whaler, 
nor a man, am I right?” 

“Please sir is there anything that can be done. I 
have no more options, I fear,” I said quietly.  

He scratched his chin and squinted at me, I could 
tell he had some idea, and a little hope flared inside 
of me. 

“Aye, aye, no options ye say. Well, I have a room 
off the kitchen, where the cook stays; Berta. There be 
room enough for a cot there. She’s not here now, 
though. She set the stew cooking and took her leave 
for the evening. First night off in a month, says she. I 
guess she might be right…” He kept grumbling, 
trailing off until it was no longer understandable, as 
men with busy minds seem to do. He turned and 
began to walk away, then turned back. 

“Come on, now. I’ll show ye where ye will be 
sleeping. Stews probably done now… there’ll be 
breakfast in the morning, too. After that, maybe a 
room will be open, if ye look to stay longer. Of 
course, it’ll take more coin as well.”  

I thanked him and followed him into the kitchen. 



 

 

-THE BLANKET- 
 

Sleep took me fast, and my subconscious mind 
carried me to a bad place. It was dark, a thick viscous 
darkness that left me feeling slightly disoriented. I 
began to sit up, but was suddenly and violently pulled 
back into a laying position. Unseen forces held the 
blanket tight around me, so tight even my breathing 
felt restricted. Fear started to grow in the pit of my 
stomach, then spread outward until I felt near panic. 

Suddenly there was a thunderous roar, and the 
ceiling was instantly and entirely engulfed in flames. 
Still, I couldn’t move, couldn’t see what held me. 
Sections of the ceiling collapsed, falling around me, 
one piece near my head, and I could smell my 
burning hair. I screamed, a long howling scream that 
emptied my lungs so when I tried to inhale I choked 
on the heat or the smoke, and went into a fit of 
coughing mixed with sobbing. With all of the 
strength and will I could muster, I tried once more to 
fight against the force that bound me. I felt it release, 
suddenly and completely. I bolted upright in the bed, 
slapping at my burning hair, only to find myself in a 
cool room lit by only moonlight. No fire, no invisible 
force, just a dream. Somehow, it seemed like so 
much more, though. I felt as if my face had been 
kissed by fire, and the panic was slow to rescind. To 
this day, the dream seems a bit too vivid to me, a bit 
too real. Maybe it was a message, a warning that I 
failed to heed. I remember that night, after the 
dream, I lay with my eyes open, heart still beating, for 



 

 

what seemed like hours until without realizing it I fell 
back into a restless slumber. 

I woke up to the sound of banging pots and pans. 
Not the sound of a person putting things in place to 
cook, or retrieving what they need, but the sound of 
a large, and dare I say, intimidating woman smashing 
a pan against a pot not far from my head. 

“Up now girlie, day starts early here. Fishermen’ll 
be rising and expect breakfast in the diner.” 

I sat up and rubbed my eyes. It was still dark 
outside. I pulled my timepiece from the pocket of my 
jacket as I gathered my cloths. It was half past three. 
I dressed and began to move towards the swinging 
doors that led out into the dining area, wondering to 
myself why I needed to be concerned with the 
schedule of the fishermen, and also what I would 
pass the time with until breakfast was served. 
Perhaps I would find a corner and close my eyes. I 
couldn’t help but feel a bit of anger towards the 
kitchen’s master for waking me. I turned towards her 
as I began to push the doors open, and was surprised 
to find her staring at me, arms crossing her ample 
bosom, with a look that unmistakably asked what I 
thought I was doing. 

“Is there something you need ma’am?” I asked 
sheepishly. 

“Something I need,” she said with a chuckle as she 
threw an apron at me. I caught it and stared at it. 
“Don’t tell me you don’t know how to put it on. 
Come on now, lots to do. You need a warm place to 
sleep and hot meals, and I need help in the kitchen. 



 

 

I’m going to make an educated guess that you don’t 
have much in the way of funds to continue whatever 
journey you’re on. Well, you fill my need and that cot 
will be open for you, and of course, we’ll find time to 
feed ourselves between feeding them. You’ll be paid 
a bit, too. Not much, but with room and board 
included, I don’t imagine you’ll find a better offer.” 

I stood a moment, sleep still laying on my mind 
like a heavy fog. Berta snorted and shrugged, turning 
to go to work. She had guessed my circumstances 
exactly right, and so when my mind caught up with 
the sense of it all, I tied on the apron and stepped 
back into the kitchen. 

“I’m going to find a spot on a ship,” I declared. 
She paused for a second and looked me up and 
down. I was waiting for her to rebuff me, but she 
didn’t. 

“Whatever,” she said as she began to prepare 
breakfast, pointing here and there, barking orders 
with the comfort of someone who commanded 
others often.  

 
 
-BREAKFAST- 
 

We filled multiple large pots half way with water, 
vinegar, and salt, and then topped them off with a 
mountain of small potatoes and whole cloves of 
garlic before setting them to boil. Dozens and dozens 
of eggs went into more large pots of boiling water for 
thirteen minutes, before being dumped into equal 



 

 

sized pots of icy salt water. Tray after tray we piled 
high with smoked fish and smoked pork belly. A 
large mound of dough was cut and portioned, filling 
up countless baking sheets with what would be 
steaming sourdough rolls. For each dish, as soon as 
one batch finished another started. This went on and 
on until finally the cook grabbed two large plates, 
filled them with a generous portion of each item, and 
set them on a table in the corner of the kitchen. She 
sent the rest out to the dining hall, and motioned for 
me to sit, which I did with great relief.  

Berta sat across from me and began to eat. She 
either lacked knowledge of or consciously neglected 
any customary formalities you expect while eating 
with company. She bypassed silverware and instead 
speared portions of her food with a thin knife 
produced from a pocket in her apron. Whatever the 
blade ignored, she simply corralled with her thick 
work worn fingers. She often licked those fingers 
between bites, slurping and popping as she did. I 
looked at the plate in front of me, and for some 
reason was apprehensive to just dig in, feeling like I 
needed some permission to indulge. She obliged 
rather unceremoniously by simply barking “Eat!” 

She finished well before me, and ate nearly twice 
as much as I could ever imagine fitting into my thin 
frame. She leaned her substantial girth back onto two 
legs of her chair and rested both hands on her robust 
belly. She regarded me with a grin, not the warm and 
pleasant type that invites conversation, but one more 
accurately read as a look of amusement. 



 

 

“So,” she began, “you think you’re going to get on 
a ship? What in the world makes you think they 
would have use for a scrawny little girl? You’re more 
likely to get hurt, than not. Putting yourself on a ship 
with a bunch of depraved, hungry sailors. I’m not 
talking about their bellies, little girl. Have you 
thought about it, or have you no brain?” 

I had thought about it, but having someone else 
speak my worries made the threat more real. Just like 
that, I was unsure of myself, of my choices, of what I 
perceived as my destiny. It was the only idea I had, 
my only goal, and just like that I felt it ripped away. 
How weak and stupid could I be? I felt anxiety rise 
from the pit of my stomach, and so decided to go 
walk it off. I asked Berta’s leave, and then braved the 
streets of New Bedford, hoping the fresh air and 
open sky would restore me. 
 
 
-THE STREET- 

 
The streets of New Bedford bustled with activity 

and were a mixing pot of ethnicity, culture, and class. 
On one street, there was a row of Victorian 
mansions, with polished black cabs waiting for the 
Gentleman or Madam lined in front, led by well-
groomed mares and stallions. On another street was 
a group of sailors exiting a bar, teetering from a full 
night of drinking, squinting in the dull overcast 
morning light. On the other side was a savage, a 
cannibal even, dark skinned and tattooed, no doubt a 



 

 

terror of a sight in any civilized city other than this 
one, but here he wore a suit and top hat, and was a 
seemingly natural part of his surroundings. I took a 
deep breath and felt my confidence restored. Surely, 
even I could find a spot in a place like this.  

Bells rang; a group of people that were mingling 
outside of a large chapel began to hurry in, just a half 
block up from where I stood. Having no particular 
purpose to my wandering, I decided to move that 
way, maybe even stop in for the sermon if not for the 
entire service.  As I neared the entrance, I passed a 
street lamp and noticed some type of paper stuck to 
it. I stopped for further inspection and as I started to 
read the flyer I knew I found my path, I saw my 
future laid before me. One simple sentence launched 
my heart into my throat and brought on a rush of 
excitement I hadn’t known before. “Recruiters will 
be at the Nantucket Skyport, no experience 
required.”  

Skyport… I wasn’t exactly sure the meaning and 
my imagination ramped up at the possibilities. 
Skyport… a port to the sky, a dock of airships bound 
for the heavens. I looked up and imagined myself 
gliding through the fluffy white clouds. Until that 
moment, the mere site of them could lift my dreary 
spirit, but now seeing was not enough. My love for 
the sky called me. My feet suddenly felt 
uncomfortable with the flatness and the sureness of 
the ground beneath them. Here was my chance; I 
would no longer be a stargazer, no longer a cloud 
chaser, no longer a lost wanderer in a world to which 



 

 

I did not belong. I could be part of that great 
expanse, one with it, riding its wind and tasting its air. 
I knew I had to leave land as soon as I could. The 
idea of life on the ground all at once seemed 
confining, to small, as if suddenly I was back in a 
prison. I knew I would have to take to one of these 
airships to feel the fullness of freedom. I pulled the 
flyer free, folded it and stuffed it into a pocket in my 
jacket, then walked into the chapel, but surely not 
needing a renewal of spirit; mine was feeling as 
vibrant as it ever had. 
 

 
-THE CHAPEL- 
 

I entered the antechamber of the church through 
the west door. Already the room was empty, the 
flock having taken their places in wait of the message 
from their good shepherd. I mingled, though, taking 
time to observe the décor. On one wall was a series 
of paintings, each accompanied by a bronze faced 
plaque hanging below.  

The first painting was simply of water and sky, 
and the sun in between, just touching the horizon in 
the midst of either rising or setting. The painting of 
the sunlight reflecting off the ripples of the sea was 
actually quite impressive, matched by the pinks and 
oranges of the clouds. The plaque below read 
something like the following: 

 
 



 

 

SACRED 
TO THE MEMORY 

OF 
JOHN WESTING 

Lost overboard, near the island of Okinawa 
November 1st, 1806 

THIS DEDICATED IN HIS MEMORY 
BY 

HIS LOVING WIFE 
 
 
The next painting was unmistakably Jonah on his 

small ship, a giant whale cresting the waves with its 
mouth open, preparing to swallow him whole. The 
painting was a view from the clouds, looking down at 
the events unfolding. I found myself wondering if the 
artist ever saw such a view of the ocean, or if it was 
purely imaginative. The plaque below it read: 

 
SACRED 

TO THE MEMORY 
OF 

ROBERT ELLERY 
Pulled down by a Great Whale in the Pacific 

December 31st, 1809 
THIS DEDICATED IN HIS MEMORY 

BY 
HIS BROTHER 

 
Next came a painting of Jesus, calming the storm 

and the sea as his disciples cowered at his feet. He 



 

 

stood, white robes whipping around Him, His hair 
partially obscuring His face. He had His hands raised 
above His head, open with His palms facing upward. 
A break in the clouds adorned Him with a glowing 
light. The plaque below read: 

 
SACRED 

TO THE MEMORY 
OF 

WILLIS COLEMAN 
Who went down with his ship 

August 3rd, 1813 
THIS DEDICATED IN HIS MEMORY 

BY 
HIS FATHER 

 
 
The last painting in the series is what truly caught 

my attention. It was considerably darker than the 
others were, so much so, in fact, that I had trouble 
discerning what it depicted. At first I assumed I was 
looking at another interpretation of the sea seen from 
above, but after closer inspection I came to the 
conclusion that this was from the opposite view 
point, this was from below looking up at the sky. In 
the middle was a reddish-orange glow that struggled 
to break through the darkness, perhaps the sun 
behind thick, ominous clouds. No, the shape was not 
quite round, and trailed off to one side. Following 
the trail of color, I found myself looking at another 
figure within the darkness, only this one hidden in 



 

 

the black and grays, only slightly darker than its 
surrounding. I took a step back to make sure of what 
I was seeing, and confirmed to myself that it was 
some type of winged creature. The reddish-orange 
trail was flames, ending in ball of fire that engulfed 
some sort of ship. An airship, I realized with a 
quickening heart. I looked to the plaque below: 

 
SACRED 

TO THE MEMORY 
OF 

CAPTAIN A. JEDIDIAH JONES 
Who was burned by fire 

July 4th, 1821 
THIS DEDICATED IN HIS MEMORY 

BY 
HIS CREW 

 
 
I found the plaques somewhat unnerving. Why is 

it, I wondered, that the bit of information given for 
each of the dearly departed was not a life 
accomplishment, was not a reflection of wisdom or 
influence, but instead was a brief explanation of their 
death. Truly, is that what defines us, not our grand 
entrance into the world, screaming and helpless? Not 
our years of working, wailing, and love, our sin and 
our servitude?  Do we live a life remembered only by 
our last moment? It is no wonder we so romanticize 
the idea of going out in a blaze of glory. No wonder 
we lift the grand tragedies above the best comedies. 



 

 

Our Lord God himself reserves judgment until the 
end, where a deathbed proclamation of faith covers 
our transgressions with the blood of Jesus. We are a 
morbid species, are we not?  

I turned with a shutter and walked towards the 
sanctuary. I found the pews full from front to back, 
but I was not interested in finding a seat. I slipped 
along the back wall and took a spot in the corner. 
The interior was all the same wood, and same color, 
from floor to ceiling, pew after pew, plank after 
plank of darkly stained and heavily varnished wood. I 
looked over the crowd, and was surprised to see 
Berta, sitting in the center of the front row, directly 
below the towering pulpit.  
 
 
-THE PULPIT- 
 

A door behind the pulpit and off to the right flew 
open, banged against the wall, and made more than a 
few in the congregation jump from the start. Any 
side conversations stopped short, and the whole of 
the crowd was silent, eyeing the man who entered 
through the door. I decided by the attention given to 
him that this must be the Pastor, although he more 
resembled a stereotypical salty sea captain, worn and 
weathered.  

He donned a sailor’s cap, a heavy coat that 
dropped below his knees, and high boots. There was 
a patch over his left eye, and a scar that ran down his 
right cheek. The skies must have let loose since I 



 

 

entered the chapel, because he was visibly wet. He 
shut the door much softer than he had opened it, and 
began to remove his outdoor wear. He stuffed his 
cap into one of the pockets of his coat, and then 
hung it on a hook next to the door. He removed his 
boots, and put on a pair of slippers that were on a 
mat under the hook. All of this was at a deliberate 
pace, showing no rush, no haste; all the while, the 
chapel remained silent.  

The pulpit sat on a raised platform, a man’s height 
and a little more from the floor. The platform was of 
the same wood and stain combination as the rest of 
the interior, but the pulpit was different. The pulpit 
was a light, raw wood color, giving the effect of 
illumination with all the darker wood surrounding it. 
It jutted from the platform like a watchtower from 
the sea, having its own small set of stairs, and was 
effective in calling ones attention. The pastor 
disappeared behind the platform and a few seconds 
later reappeared, ascending steps hidden from my 
point of view, now in full white robes with a red stole 
around his shoulders. He took his place in the pulpit 
and for the first time acknowledged the congregation, 
slowly looking over the crowd from left to right, with 
a few pauses and head nods. 

 
 

-THE SERMON- 
 
With a deep and slightly graveled voice, he began, 

“Glory to God in the highest. On Earth, peace and 



 

 

good will towards men on whom his favor rests.  
Good morning, good morning, another blessed 

day in the Lord. We worship the Lord, we honor the 
Lord, for He is good, and His mercy endures forever. 
We are all sinners here, you and I. Let us have a 
moment of silence as we reflect on our sins, and ask 
God for forgiveness…” 

The congregation bowed their heads in solemn 
reflection. Many I saw silently mouthing the words of 
their confession. After more than a minute of silence, 
the pastor continued. 

“Rejoice all believers; your sins are forgiven. 
Please join me now in praising our Lord through our 
song.” 

On cue, a man rose in the front corner and began 
playing a violin. The congregation stood and sang 
together, a truly beautiful hymn. 

 
‘Guide me, O thou great redeemer, 
Pilgrim through this barren land; 
I am weak, but thou art mighty, 
Hold me with thy powerful hand; 
Bread of heaven, bread of heaven 
Feed me till I want no more; 
Feed me till I want no more. 
 
Open now the crystal fountain 
Whence the healing stream doth flow; 
Let the fire and cloudy pillar 
Lead me all my journey through: 
Strong deliverer, strong deliverer; 



 

 

Be thou still my strength and shield; 
Be thou still my strength and shield. 
 
When I tread the verge of Jordan, 
Bid my anxious fears subside; 
Death of death, and hell's destruction 
Land me safe on Canaan's side: 
Songs of praises, songs of praises, 
I will ever give to thee; 
I will ever give to thee.’ 

 
“Thank you for that,” said the pastor as he opened 

his Bible and thumbed to his desired page. “I will 
now read from Job Chapter forty-one,” he 
proclaimed as he eyed the congregation, seemingly 
making sure all present were giving their full 
attention. When he was satisfied, he continued: 

 
“Can you draw out Leviathan with a hook, 
Or snare his tongue with a line which you lower? 
Can you put a reed through his nose, 
Or pierce his jaw with a hook? 
Will he make many supplications to you? 
Will he speak softly to you? 
Will he make a covenant with you? 
Will you take him as a servant forever? 
Will you play with him as with a bird, 
Or will you leash him for your maidens? 
Will your companions make a banquet of him? 
Will they apportion him among the merchants? 
Can you fill his skin with harpoons, 



 

 

Or his head with fishing spears? 
Lay your hand on him; 
Remember the battle— 
Never do it again! 
Indeed, any hope of overcoming him is false; 
Shall one not be overwhelmed at the sight of him? 
No one is so fierce that he would dare stir him up. 
Who then is able to stand against Me? 
Who has preceded Me, that I should pay him? 
Everything under heaven is Mine. 
“I will not conceal his limbs, 
His mighty power, or his graceful proportions. 
Who can remove his outer coat? 
Who can approach him with a double bridle? 
Who can open the doors of his face, 
With his terrible teeth all around? 
His rows of scales are his pride, 
Shut up tightly as with a seal; 
One is so near another 
That no air can come between them; 
They are joined one to another, 
They stick together and cannot be parted. 
His sneezings flash forth light, 
And his eyes are like the eyelids of the morning. 
Out of his mouth go burning lights; 
Sparks of fire shoot out. 
Smoke goes out of his nostrils, 
As from a boiling pot and burning rushes. 
His breath kindles coals, 
And a flame goes out of his mouth. 
Strength dwells in his neck, 



 

 

And sorrow dances before him. 
The folds of his flesh are joined together; 
They are firm on him and cannot be moved. 
His heart is as hard as stone, 
Even as hard as the lower millstone. 
When he raises himself up, the mighty are afraid; 
Because of his crashings they are beside 
themselves. 
Though the sword reaches him, it cannot avail; 
Nor does spear, dart, or javelin. 
He regards iron as straw, 
And bronze as rotten wood. 
The arrow cannot make him flee; 
Slingstones become like stubble to him. 
Darts are regarded as straw; 
He laughs at the threat of javelins. 
His undersides are like sharp potsherds; 
He spreads pointed marks in the mire. 
He makes the deep boil like a pot; 
He makes the sea like a pot of ointment. 
He leaves a shining wake behind him; 
One would think the deep had white hair. 
On earth there is nothing like him, 
Which is made without fear. 
He beholds every high thing; 
He is king over all the children of pride.” 
 
He finished the reading and again gave the 

congregation a long, slow look over before 
continuing, “And so, with the story of Job we are 
given a vision of power, a vision of a fire breathing 



 

 

dragon. A beast, it tells us, beyond our power to 
confront. Its scales are stronger than our strongest 
armor, layered atop each other to befuddle our 
spears, confound our arrows, and deflect our 
harpoons. Can we contain the beast, though? Can we 
cage him, fence him in, guide him to our will? Nay, I 
tell you we cannot tame him in the least.  

I tell you, there are battles we cannot win in this 
world. I am not strong enough. You are not strong 
enough. Put us in front of the dragon and we 
crumble, we cower. We are a soft bag of blood and 
bones, our bodies are weak, but this is not about our 
bodies. Let me tell you the inconvenient truth; our 
minds are weak, our spirits are weak, bludgeoned by 
our doubt and our bad decisions. How pathetic we 
are.  

With all his strength he crushes us, with his breath 
we are engulfed in flames. But, do not mistake me, I 
do not speak of being crushed under his foot, I do 
not speak of being burned by flames from his mouth. 
He uses our own nature against us. We are crushed 
by our inequities, weighed down by our 
transgressions. His breath is the whisper of 
temptation, and we oblige with our sins. Oh, my 
friends, no matter our earthly strength and our 
earthly resolve, no matter those things which we 
boast about and hold ourselves higher than others 
because we think ourselves to have more of, more 
fortitude, more persistence, dare I say more faith, I 
promise you this: all of those things are shadows and 
ashes, because there are battles we cannot win in this 



 

 

world. 
Worst of all, I tell you the truth, we protect this 

Leviathan. With all its strength, its neck and tail like 
tree trunks, its legs able to push with the force of a 
steam engine, nay ten steam engines, and its lungs 
powering a flame that can forge steel, with all its 
strength we protect it. Let us name him, let us 
uncover who he is, this dragon, this beast, this 
demon, this Satan. He is Lucifer, and we protect him 
because we protect our sins, and he rejoices in it.  

We believe ourselves clever, do we not? We hide 
our secrets, we covet them, we really do protect 
them, and we are proud in our clever ways. The 
dragon laughs. Remember what we were told. Right 
here, in this Holy Book, is God’s Word. 

‘He beholds every high thing; he is a king over all 
the children of pride.’ 

What, then, do we do? Do we forfeit our souls? 
Do we admit defeat and surrender? Oh what a 
tragedy, this is a battle I cannot win. But, wait. I tell 
you again with a whisper, I am not strong enough. 
Let me whisper to you, you are not strong enough… 
But, wait… there is another. Louder I say there is 
one who can win this battle. I shout from a 
mountaintop, so all can hear the wonderful news! 
There is one who fights for us, who crushes the head 
of the dragon, who puts his defeated body under his 
heel. Put aside your pride and be humbled. Do not 
confront the dragon. Do not face him and fear. Turn 
to our Lord, who died and is risen. Turn to the one 
who cannot be tempted, the one who is strong 



 

 

enough.  
Follow him and be covered in his blood. His 

blood exposes Satan as weak, as a false accuser. Be 
covered in his blood, and the dragons breath 
becomes stale. His scales flake off and fall to the 
ground. We are not strong enough, but Jesus is, and 
in that, we can find joy. In Him, we can find 
salvation. In Him, we find strength, because it is His 
strength, and the strength of the Holy Spirit, that fills 
us. Repent and sin no more.  

Lord, oh most holy and merciful Lord, forgive me, 
forgive us all our sins, our pride and our ignorance, 
forgive us, we who put our faith in you. Renew a 
right spirit within us, and we will shake the 
foundations of the world with our praise for you. 
The dragon was and is defeated. Praise to God. 
Praise to God in the highest, hallelujah. Praise to our 
warrior king and redeemer. He has confronted the 
dragon and won a great victory, for us and all of 
mankind.  Praise to God in the highest. Amen.” 

With that, the pastor turned to descend from the 
pulpit, and I slipped out of the chapel. 

 
  

-A BOSOM FRIEND- 
 

I spent another hour walking around town before 
returning to the Spouter Inn. It was quiet and 
seemingly empty, even the landlord was nowhere to 
be seen. I walked into the kitchen and found Berta 
had already returned as well. She was sitting at the 



 

 

table where we had eaten breakfast earlier that 
morning, packing a pipe that appeared to be made 
from the jawbone of a whale. The sweet aroma and 
lingering smoke told me this was not her first 
indulgence of the day. She looked up at me and 
actually gave a small smile as she motioned towards 
the other seat.  

She stoked the pipe with a lit candle, tilted her 
head back and let out a substantial cloud of white, 
fragrant smoke. She then set the pipe upon the table, 
and slid it towards me with both hands, careful not 
to topple it. I had never smoked, but the gesture 
seemed like a peace offering, a chance for bonding, 
and considering I might be rooming with the woman 
for some time, especially if I struggled to find a work 
aboard a ship, I thought it wise to accept. I tried to 
be careful, slowly breathing in with the intention to 
inhale as little as possible, but the second the smoke 
touched my lungs I began to cough uncontrollably. I 
was embarrassed, but was happy with myself that in 
my fit of coughing I managed not to spill her pipe. I 
handed it back to her, using my sleeve to wipe the 
tears that had involuntarily swelled in my eyes. Berta 
was laughing. 

She picked up the pipe and took another couple 
long draws, and then tapped out the ash into a glass 
bowl. She stood and walked towards a cabinet in the 
corner. She opened it and grabbed a paper bag, then 
returned to her seat. She dumped it contents on the 
table, a few large chunks of salted, dried meat.  

“Hungry? I spent a lot of time perfecting this.” 



 

 

She said with a nod towards the food. 
I grabbed a piece and ripped off a bite. It wasn’t 

too tough, just right for a jerky. It wasn’t just one of 
the best dried meats I ever tasted; it was one of the 
best pieces of meat I ever tasted, period. I let her 
know as much, and she seemed to appreciate the 
positive feedback. She tossed me another chunk. 

We actually started chatting. Berta certainly had a 
rough and tumble personality, but underneath, I 
came to realize she was a humble and selfless servant 
of the Lord. She cussed, lacked manners, was by no 
means lady like, and if I didn’t know better I would 
have thought her more savage than civilized. I had to 
throw that idea to the wind, though, as she made sure 
to express he gratitude for my morning help, and 
upon finding out that I had attended service with her, 
she wanted to share half of everything she had. She 
told me that although she didn’t have much, it was 
only Christian to give what she could to someone 
who had less.  

After offering me freedom to her things, she than 
easily transitioned back to the offer she had made 
that morning. What of it, she wanted to know, me 
taking the cot, meals and small amount of coin in 
return for some help in the kitchen. Getting to see 
the good side of her cleared any doubts that I may 
have held, and I told her I not only needed the 
money, food and bed, but truly wanted to give back. 
I assured her that I would work hard to be a valuable 
asset in the kitchen while I was her tenant. 

She then apologized for her comment about me 



 

 

finding a spot on a ship. She assured me that it was 
doable, and she had, in fact, at one point worked on 
a ship as a cook. She told me that it was a good way 
for a woman to find a spot on board, and that she 
would share the ins and outs of the position so that I 
could use it as a way on board myself. She asked if I 
had any idea of the type of ship I was looking for, 
and what dock I was going to try. I produced the 
flyer from my coat and handed it to her, and found 
myself a touch nervous about what her reaction 
would be. She read it silently and handed it back with 
a nod. There was something in her eyes; I couldn’t 
quite read what it was, interest, maybe. She stood, 
put a hand on my shoulder, and told me it was time 
to start preparing dinner. 
 
 
-NIGHTGOWN- 
 

I helped Berta prepare dinner- a thick stew with 
rabbit, chicken and squirrel along with an ample 
amount of vegetables. We also made more of the 
sour dough rolls, which Berta told me the patrons 
expected an unlimited portion of at every meal. 

When we were done cooking and serving, we 
again ate together, cleaned up, and then finally settled 
down to relax. Berta prepared her pipe and offered 
me to share in it, but this time I refused, no longer 
having to worry about offending her.  

As we prepared for bed, Berta went to a cabinet in 
her bedroom and came out with a thick wool quilt, a 



 

 

few thinner blankets, and some cotton sleepwear, all 
of which she handed off to me. She suggested lying 
the quilt down on my cot for softer bedding, and told 
me the sleepwear was hers from when she was 
younger and much smaller. She told me I could keep 
it so I didn’t have to sleep in my daywear, or nude. I 
gratefully accepted all she offered. 

I cozied myself up in the blanket she provided, 
along with the one I had the night before, and that, 
in combination with the quilt as bedding below me, 
left me feeling about as comfortable as I ever had 
been. I fell into a deep sleep. 

I woke up a few hours later, and stirred a little. I 
could have easily fallen back to sleep, but I opened 
my eyes a bit and saw a light flickering in Berta’s 
room. I sat up, and could see her sitting at the side of 
her bed, stoking her pipe with a lit candle. She looked 
my way, and not knowing what else to do, I raised 
my hand in a little wave. She set her pipe down on a 
stand next to her bed, stood with a bit of a stretch, 
and walked towards me.  

She sat at the end of my cot and regarded me with 
a smile. She then told me she had been up the entire 
night without sleep, wrestling with considerations of 
her future. She had realized, it turned out, that the 
skyport flyer had made quite an impression on her as 
well. She had grown unhappy with her position at the 
inn, and had been considering finding other options 
for some time, and she felt it God’s will that I 
showed up when I did. She still thought that I could 
find myself in some danger continuing with my plan 



 

 

alone, but suggested to me that she could accompany 
me, that we could apply for a position on the airship 
as a team. She told me that she had never considered 
work back on a sea faring vessel, but that the idea of 
an airship seemed grand, and moved her spirit to 
chase one last adventure. I had already come to see 
Berta as a complicated woman, for what it’s worth 
saying so, for in truth we are all complicated. 
Nonetheless, I found myself wondering what past 
shaped and cut the pieces of her puzzle. I was 
somewhat apprehensive to ask, as asking someone’s 
past tends to be a reciprocal conversation, but my 
curiosity was too great. I asked her what her life was 
before the Spouter Inn.  

“Well, where to start?” She said, going to her 
cabinet to fetch a pouch of tobacco and pack a fresh 
smoke. 
 
 
-BIOGRAPHICAL- 

  
Berta took a couple deep tokes from her pipe, and 

then leaned back in her chair with a sigh. After a 
couple seconds pause, she started: 

“I was born Lady Beatrice de Rochester. Can you 
believe that? I was given all of the proper upbringing. 
But I tell you, girl, it didn’t take right from the start. I 
was always running away from lessons, chewing with 
my mouth open, eating with my hands, dirtying my 
cloths, running away from more lessons, fighting, 
spitting, cussing. My parents hated me for not being 



 

 

a lady, but they hated me even more for being ugly. I 
hated them for wanting me to be something I wasn’t, 
and something I could never be.  

I ran away when I was fifteen. My father had 
arranged for me to marry some fifty-year-old fat-ass 
who was in a rush to sire a son. He was rich and a 
Lord and had influence and blah, blah, blah. Father 
told me it was my only chance for a proper life. I 
decided I didn’t want a proper life, and that I would 
take my chances at making a life of my own. Ha, look 
at me now. I could be living in a mansion, with 
servants and such, people powdering my cheeks, 
stuffing my mouth, and wiping my ass, but here I am 
living in a little room off the kitchen of a sorry 
excuse for an inn. I bloody well love it. If I am sure 
of anything, it is that I am right where I am supposed 
to be.  

When I first ran away, young and on my own, 
something you can surely relate to, it wasn’t easy. It 
was a downright shit storm girl. I about starved to 
death, about froze to death, and darn well just about 
gave up on bothering fighting for life in general. 
Then, just looking for some place warm in the 
middle of a cold hard rain, I stumbled into a church. 
God put me where I was supposed to be. They fed 
me, clothed me, and gave me work. I have had 
everything I need since that day, if not what I want. I 
am always where I am supposed to be. 

For many years, I traveled the world, mostly by 
way of our great oceans. I found work in the galleys, 
and in between, I would find work as a cook on land. 



 

 

When I landed here, on this continent, I stayed. I 
went west one time, all the way to the ocean, and 
then came back. I started cooking here and I liked it. 
I liked the chapel, I liked the pastor, I liked how Mr. 
Coffin just left me be. I would walk down and look 
at the ships sometimes, but I just looked, and walked 
back. I heard some years ago that my parents died. 
No other heirs, you see. I guess I got a big house and 
money waiting for me. Still, I’ve stayed, and grown 
fat and old. I am not taking what my parents left. I 
do not want it. I don’t know what I’ll do with it, in 
the end. I have decided it’s time to leave the old 
Spouter Inn, but not to go reclaim a past I no longer 
feel any connection to.  

Like I said, I am always where I am supposed to 
be, but my time has run its course here. You coming 
here, it was meant to be, and God has shown me my 
new path. We will get a spot on one of your airships, 
and I’ll make you into a galley hand. No sense in 
waiting, either. We’ll go to tomorrow, you and me, to 
Nantucket. 

Anyways, let’s us get a bit more sleep. Morning is 
close.”  
 
 
-WHEELBARROW- 
 

Morning did come fast. Berta woke me, this time 
without the pot and pan, and offered me a cup of 
coffee. The coffee was still hot, but just enough to 
still drink rather quickly. When we had finished, we 



 

 

went about the business of cooking breakfast. After 
breakfast, Berta went to speak with Mr. Coffin as I 
enjoyed another cup of coffee. When she returned, 
she told me that Mr. Coffin was noticeably upset 
about her leaving, and she felt awful about the lack of 
notice. Still, her cooking had brought him years of 
extra business, and so he thanked her and gave her 
what pay she was owed plus another weeks out of 
appreciation. She was relieved to leave on good 
terms, and even brought up the prospects of landing 
back at the Spouter Inn after our travels were 
finished. 

With that, we began to pack, or I think it more 
accurate to say Berta began to pack. She went out of 
the back door of the kitchen and came back with a 
wheelbarrow. She began stuffing three large top load 
canvas bags with her belongings, and I was rather 
amazed to watch the contents of her room slowly 
and steadily disappear. Her experience as a traveler 
shined through with the ability to pack so efficiently. 
When the bags were full, she stacked them in the 
wheelbarrow, and I threw my carpetbag on top. 

We drew the attention of more than one 
bystander as we pushed our possessions through the 
streets of New Bedford. It may not be unusual to see 
such a sight with two men, pushing or carrying their 
possessions in route to boarding a ship, but sailing 
was men’s work and seeing two women joining in 
their behavior was an oddity. We kept to ourselves 
and Berta walked with confidence. Following her 
example, so did I. We reached the dock for the fairy 



 

 

to Nantucket early enough to secure a spot on the 
ten o’clock trip, with a good hours wait before it 
pushed off.  

When boarding began, the ferryman stopped us at 
the gangway. He wanted to know our business on 
Nantucket. Berta took instant offense, asking the 
man why our business would be his business. He told 
us the ferry was oversold, and could see no reason to 
let us aboard, as we were surely just wasted space 
looking to crowd up an already crowded island. He 
told us we could wait until the groups looking to 
cross became smaller.  

For a second, I thought Berta would produce the 
knife she ate with and gut the man right then and 
there. The tension was interrupted, however when a 
fight broke out on the boat. The ferryman ran up the 
gangway to intervene, getting between the two men 
and pushing them apart. He told both of them to get 
off his boat, and in answer one man, no doubt the 
instigator of the entire incident, pulled a knife. Berta 
went storming up the gangway, and produced a cast 
iron pan seemingly out of nowhere. The man with 
the knife had his back to her, and never had a 
chance. She grabbed him by the hair while at the 
same time slamming the pan down on his hand 
holding the knife. The knife dropped to the ground 
and the man let out a high pitched squeal, 
proclaiming his hand to be broken. Berta dragged 
him down the gangway by his hair, and then threw 
him into the shallow water, telling him to “cool off”. 
The shocked ferryman couldn’t thank Berta enough, 



 

 

and we, of course, were given a spot on his boat. 
 
 

-NANTUCKET- 
 

Nothing more happened on the passage worthy of 
mentioning; so, after a fine run, we safely arrived in 
Nantucket.  

The fog was thick, as it often was around the 
island. Berta produced her pipe and proclaimed she 
always joined Maushope when he took a smoke on 
the island. The look I gave her made it obvious that I 
had no idea what she was talking about. She laughed, 
took a seat on the wheelbarrow and began packing 
the pipe. She handed me a thin stick and pointed to a 
lit lantern near the area that roped off the docks. I 
took her meaning, lit the stick, and handed it back. 
She used it to light her pipe, and took a few puffs 
before beginning. 

“Legend says, many generations ago, long before 
the English or Spanish or Dutch came to The New 
World, Nantucket was just an uninhabited pile of 
sand. Along the coast there, the whole Dartmouth 
area, the natives were living. For many years, a giant 
bird, what the natives in some areas called a 
thunderbird, would terrorize their villages. It would 
swoop in and grab small children in its great talons, 
and carry them off towards the sea.  

During this same time, there lived a native of great 
fame. His name was Maushope, and it is said that he 
was a giant, as tall as two men stacked one on the 



 

 

other, with shoulders as wide as three men standing 
side by side by side, and stronger than ten men at 
least. Maushope grew enraged by the havoc brought 
upon his people and inconsolable over the loss of so 
many children. He waited for the great bird’s return, 
and when it finally did, he chased after it. He waded 
into the sea, keeping the bird always in site until he 
successfully crossed the sound and came up on the 
sands of the Nantucket. No one had ever forded the 
sound before, nor boated or crossed it in any other 
way. The island was unknown to the natives.  

On the island, Maushope found the many bones 
of many children under a great tree that reached into 
the clouds. Maushope climbed the tree to the top, 
and tussled with the thunderbird until he was able to 
overcome it with his strength. Having worked up an 
appetite from the struggle, he cut up the great bird, 
curing its meat, and carved a pipe out one of its great 
talons. He then ransacked the island for tobacco; but 
found none, and instead filled his pipe with various 
weeds the natives would sometimes use as a 
substitute. He found the weeds of the island mild and 
enjoyable, and so he spent the rest of his days there, 
and would get such use out of his great pipe that the 
smoke would lay around the entire island and out to 
the sea. When he did not return, nor the great bird, 
some of the people of his village came in search of 
him. When they found him, they stayed with him. 
This is how the island was first settled by men.” 

Upon finishing the story, Berta tapped out the 
bowl of her pipe and stood, ready to continue our 



 

 

journey. I rather enjoyed her telling, and asked her if 
she knew any other legends of the region. She 
grinned and told me she could fill a book, but would 
save them now, for another time.  

We walked for a bit until we found a cab waiting 
for a customer. Our first order of business was to 
find a place to lay our heads when the sun took its 
leave. Berta already had a place in mind, and after 
loading up the cab told the driver our destination. As 
the beautiful beasts of burden pulled us through the 
streets, I looked around and took in the island with 
the thirst of a desert wanderer. 

Nantucket was a great and uncrowned capital of 
its time; this was the center of the world, from here 
left the ship bound for Asia, for England, for 
Australia, for the horn of Africa, for the horn of 
South America and every other water covered part of 
the world. From this center of the spider’s web, I 
could have picked a strand and reached one or any of 
the many isles of the savage seafarers that dot the 
Pacific. I could have boarded another ship and 
entered the realm of the Mediterranean, and from 
there docked in any of those ancient civilizations. If 
Nantucket was the capital, than the sea was its realm, 
and its empire was greater than time has ever known. 

 
 

-CHOWDER- 
 
We arrived at the Try-Pots Inn, and Berta 

explained to me that this was the establishment of 



 

 

Mr. Coffin’s cousin. She was sure that a room would 
be made available for us and a good meal as well. As 
we unloaded our goods from the cab, I couldn’t help 
but notice the overwhelming saltiness of the place. It 
was as if the sea and the island were merged, that this 
land was not like other land, but part of the sea in its 
own right. The air had a sort of fishiness to it, a taste 
that just touched the tip of your tongue. 

Even more than the Spouter Inn, the Try-Pots 
seemed to be lacking in a few candles or could use 
another window. Still, despite being a bit drab, the 
place was comfortable enough. We were pleased to 
hear that there were in fact open rooms, and so each 
took one. Our plan was to make our way to the 
skyport the next morning, and we assumed that there 
could be some days wait until whatever airship we 
found work on launched, so we paid for two nights 
up front.  After settling into our rooms, we returned 
to the dining area for dinner. The lady of the inn 
began serving us without taking our order. She 
brought a warm loaf of bread with butter and milk to 
start. Like the air and everything else on the island, 
both seemed touched by the sea, a bit of salt, a bit of 
fish. After a few minutes, she brought out what I 
now, looking back, view as the great delicacy of the 
island. It was a deep bowl of chowder and a tall 
grommet of the house sweet red wine.  Both were 
delicious on their own, but complemented and 
seemed to improve each other when served as a pair. 
The chowder was a full portion each of clams, 
flounder and black sea bass with potatoes in a 



 

 

creamed broth. What other wondrous ingredients she 
used to develop the flavors accomplished in the 
seemingly simple bowl, to this day I do not know. 
The wine was light, and the perfect balance of sweet 
and bitter. In all my travels, I have not met its equal, 
how interesting that it was made in the basement of 
an unheralded inn on an island that doesn’t grow 
grapes.  

We drank until I felt warm in my cheeks and a 
subtle drowsiness overtook my mind and limbs. I 
knew that I had reached my limit, and indulged no 
more, instead excusing myself to my room. Berta, 
whom I’m sure could go on for the entire night if she 
so desired, did stay to continue to catch up with the 
inn keeper, whom she seemed to have some history 
with. We agreed to meet in the dining area for 
breakfast at first light, and after which we would 
make our way to the skyport.   

That night I dreamed I was floating high in the 
sky, just under the clouds. I was in a small floating 
vessel, no more than a basket suspended from four 
balloons. I was slowly losing altitude. My mind was a 
bit fuzzy, and I felt confused about what was going 
on. The vessel had no controls, for altitude or 
steering. I looked up and saw something moving, a 
dark shape. I rubbed my eyes and strained to see 
through the clouds. I felt a sense of familiarity; I had 
been here before, seen this before? Suddenly there 
was a roar and a flash. The clouds transformed into a 
ceiling of flames. I woke up sweating and thirsty. 
 



 

 

-THE SHIP- 
 

We met for breakfast when the first beams of the 
sun’s light touched the island. My dream had left my 
mind for the time being, but Berta, too, had a dream 
and hers was still at the forefront of her thoughts. 
She shared with me that an angel had visited her as 
she slept, and that he had provided her guidance. She 
told me that this was not the first time in her life that 
she had such a vision, and although she could not for 
certain say it was authentically a celestial visit, she 
could not ignore the chance the message was truly 
instructions from God. She assured me that any 
advice given had never led her astray, and she was 
sure this time would be no different.  

In her dream, the angel instructed her to follow 
me, and to deny her tendency to take the lead. It told 
her I was going to show the path forward, and that I 
was the guide to take her towards her destined future. 
For this reason, Berta concluded that I must select 
the ship that we would eventually join as crewmates, 
and that she would withhold giving advice or opinion 
regarding that choice, so as not to unwittingly 
influence me to the point of me not truly making the 
decision. 

I was taken aback by her intent. I protested on the 
grounds that I was certainly no biblical figure, that 
what she experienced had to be just a dream because 
an angel would not concern itself with me. I believed 
in God, and put more than a little faith in Him, but 
the idea of being proclaimed a guide to anyone was 



 

 

unfathomable, considering I felt mostly incompetent 
at even guiding myself. Berta laughed and just patted 
me on the back, telling me to take some pride in at 
least getting this far. She explained that the Lord 
worked in mysterious ways, beyond her and my 
comprehension, and she concluded that I really had 
no say in the matter.  

I ate in silence for a few moments as I considered 
all she had said, and in the end agreed that, whether 
or not I believed the whole lot about the angel, I 
truly had no say, because Berta’s mind was made and 
I wasn’t about to change it. Really, what did it 
matter? Before meeting Berta, I had the resolve to 
make these decisions on my own, for myself. I was 
not taking away or diminishing Berta’s own freewill; I 
would choose for myself what crew to join and Berta 
would choose to join the same one. Truth be told, I 
wondered if there was even going to be a decision to 
make, or if it more came down to what captain would 
agree to have us. 

After breakfast, we walked out to the street and 
took in the cool morning air. I asked Berta if we 
should walk the distance to the port, or take a cab. 
She handed me a few schillings and shrugged, then 
let me know she was returning to her room and 
would be spending the day in prayer, as it only 
seemed appropriate after a divine visit. She turned 
and walked back to the inn as I stood with my mouth 
slightly open in shock. I wondered if this was her way 
to not influence my decision. I climbed into the first 
cab I saw and asked the coachman to take me to the 



 

 

skyport. He looked at me blankly and mouthed the 
words. A bit of panic rose in me. He had no idea 
what I was talking about. I told him I wanted to 
board an air ship, and again he mouthed the words. 
He produced a map of the island and pointed out the 
different harbors, and asked which I preferred. I 
produced the flyer from my pocket and showed it to 
him. Luckily there was a crude map of Nantucket on 
the bottom of the flyer, with a dot calling out the 
position of the skyport.  

Finally, some understanding shone on his face. He 
told me that the place I was looking for was near 
Siasconset, which was on the other side of the island. 
He didn’t go that way much, and wasn’t aware of any 
“skyport”, but seeming that there was only one road 
that went that way, if it existed he could take me 
there. We began to ride, and I asked him, even if it 
was on the other side of the island, how he could not 
be aware of the port. I wondered if he had ever seen 
ships in the sky, as proof of its existence. He looked 
at me as if I were mad, eyebrows slightly furrowed, 
and shook his head slowly. No ships in the sky, he 
assured me. 

The ride stretched on for longer than I would 
have preferred, as the minutes went by my anxiety 
grew stronger and stronger. I began to think myself a 
fool, that I had fell for someone’s joke and wasted 
not only my, but Berta’s time and money as well. I 
started to imagine how she would feel to learn that 
there was no such thing as a skyport, that she had 
followed me in folly. Berta, who had left her 



 

 

livelihood behind in search of adventure because I 
had crossed her path and peaked her interest with my 
silly ideas, I figured, at the least, she could return to 
the Spouter Inn and reclaim her position there, but 
what a disappointment that would be.  

It was near an hour when the driver proclaimed 
our destination was near. He was as surprised as me 
to see the sign that read, “Nantucket Skyport ½ 
Mile” with an arrow pointing to the right, south of 
the road we were on. The driver turned, and before 
long, we came to a nearly empty field with a large 
barn and a small brick building off to the edge. 
“Nantucket Skyport” was painted onto the side of 
the barn in big white letters.  

I said the field was nearly empty because there was 
one thing in it. At that point in my life, it was the 
most glorious sight my eyes had beheld. A ship, 
floating in the air with ropes tied on each side 
anchoring it to the ground. It had not the sails you 
would expect from a seafaring ship, but instead what 
looked like a giant steel balloons. The balloons were 
enormous, one much larger than the ship, and oval in 
shape, nearly pointed at each end. There were smaller 
balloons at the front, back, and on each side. It did 
not dangle from the balloons loosely, but instead 
appeared to be rigid in its attachment. Although the 
area was large enough to hold a few more, it was the 
only ship in the field. I wasn’t sure if there were 
others, maybe they were away at the time, but I 
couldn’t imagine there were many ships like this in 
existence. The coachman seemed to be equally 



 

 

impressed, as he pulled the horses to a stop, and sat 
back shaking his head in disbelief. He promised me 
he had never seen one, and apologized for his earlier 
scrutiny of my story. I told him not to worry, that I 
too had never seen one before, and was myself in 
doubt. I exited the cab and thanked him, then 
producing what coin I had on me, asked if it was 
enough to have him wait and give me a ride back to 
the inn when my business was complete. He agreed, 
and with a nod and thanks, I walked towards the 
ship. 

I reached the ropes that tethered the floating craft, 
and couldn’t resist reaching out and touching them. 
They were made from what I judged to be hemp, as 
thick as my forearm, with twelve in total keeping the 
ship on the ground. The body of the vessel was made 
of wood, and actually looked fit for the sea. I 
wondered if in a past life, it actually did sail the 
oceans, and was more recently fitted for this new 
purpose.  

A rope ladder hung over the side of the ship, 
falling all the way to the ground with some more 
rungs to spare. I approached it slowly, suddenly 
unsure of what to do. Should I climb it to see if 
anyone was onboard? What was my course of action 
from this point? How would I convince the captain 
to allow Berta and me to join the crew? What if there 
was no one on board? I couldn’t imagine the ship 
would be left empty, unless someone was close by. I 
looked to the barn and brick building not far from 
where I stood. The captain or crew could be in one 



 

 

of those structures, I thought. More likely, workers 
of the skyport occupied the buildings, though, if the 
skyport even had workers. Actually, looking around, 
the whole place was quiet and motionless.  

I called up to the ship and waited for a response, 
but none came. Finally, with a shrug, I began to 
climb the ladder. Only a few rungs from the side rail 
of the ship, a man appeared, leaning over and looking 
down at me with a stern face. I stopped climbing and 
engaged him. 

“Would you be the captain, sir?” 
“One thing I can assure thee is I be a captain, but 

what if I be The Captain, what business dost thou 
have?” 

“Myself and a mate, we were interested in working 
your galley, if there is such a need.” 

“Thou wast, wast thou? Hmmm. I see thou art no 
Nantucketeer, and thou art no man, let alone a man 
of the sea. Hast thou ever been on a ship, let alone 
one of this making?” 

“No, sir, I never have.” 
“Dost know nothing about the charge of a galley I 

dare say- eh?” 
“Nothing, sir, but I have no doubt I shall soon 

learn. I’ve been working in a kitchen as of late, and I 
think that-“ 

“Land work be damned. Talk not that lingo to me. 
Dost see thy hand that grip ye ladder. I’ll take thy 
hand if thou dost talk to me of land service again. 
Kitchen indeed. I suppose now ye feel thou dost 
have considerable value with such experience. Come, 



 

 

girl, what makes thee think of joining this ship? Hast 
not been a siren, hast thou? Entrancing a crew and 
robbing thy captain? Hast thou been a scourge to 
men? Dost not think of murdering the officer under 
cover of clouds?” 

I could see by his smirk that this old seamen was 
being half-humorous, but I also could read truth and 
prejudice in his words. He was an insulated 
Quakerish Nantucketeer and rather distrustful of 
those who did not hail from the local region. I 
protested my innocence, and requested entrance onto 
his ship, as my hands were reaching their limits of 
endurance gripping the rope ladder. 

“Aye, board if it be thy will. What takes thee 
interest? I want to know before I think of shipping 
ye.” 

I finished my climb, and being firmly on deck I 
answered, “I want nothing more than to sail among 
the clouds. The ground has lost its salt for me, and I 
want to see something different.” 

“See something different, eh? Aye, that can be 
done. Have ye clapped eye on Captain Ahab?” 

“Who is Captain Ahab, sir?” 
“Aye, aye, I thought so. He be the captain of this 

here ship.” 
“I am mistaken then? I thought I was speaking to 

the captain himself.” 
“Thou art speaking to Captain Peleg – that’s who 

ye are speaking to, girl. It is I and Captain Bildad, 
part owners and agents, whom see the Pequod fitted 
out for voyage, supplied with her needs, including 



 

 

crew. As I was saying, if thou wantest to see 
something different, as thou tellest ye do, I can put 
ye in a way of finding out before ye bind yourself to 
it, past backing out. Clap eye on Captain Ahab, girl, 
and thou wilt find out he is half burned up.” 

“I don’t take your meaning, sir, about half burned 
up. Or, maybe I should ask how?” 

“Dragon’s fire! My dear girl, come nearer to me: 
he was engulfed in flames, from the mouth of the last 
if not the only monster among serpents! –ha, ha!” 

The energy of his proclamation was somewhat 
alarming, and he said it almost jokingly, but he was 
also visibly aggrieved at the outcome. I was having a 
hard time reading him. I stood in shock and awe of 
his claim, but said as calmly as I could, “I don’t know 
of such a creature, except in myths and legends. 
Could this truly be? The Captain, you say, has truly 
confronted such a beast?” 

“Aye, tis what he says. The course of the next 
launch goes back to it. What say thee about that? Ye 
wanted to sail the clouds, do ye yet feel inclined to do 
it?” 

“I do, sir.” After all, I was thinking to myself, 
there is no such thing as dragons. 

“Very good. Now, dost thou have the grit to face 
such a beast if all hands were called? Could ye man a 
gun and bring such insult to the beast as to suffer its 
wrath shall ye miss? Answer quick, girl” 

“I am sir, if it should necessary.” I doubted I 
could, but I knew dragons to be a fantasy, so whom 
could my false bravery offend? 



 

 

“Thou dost want to sail the clouds, so ye say, aye. 
Thou dost want nothing more, but thou may get 
more, girl. Go find a basket and balloon, if it is just 
clouds ye seek to touch. Or dost though really want 
more? What say thee?” 

“I want to be part of this crew, and sail on this 
ship, sir. I don’t want the fancy of a quick thrill. I 
don’t want to just touch the clouds; I want to live in 
them. As I said, the pleasure of the land is lost to 
me.”  

Captain Peleg looked me up and down, one more 
measure, and seeing that I was so determined, he 
expressed his willingness to ship me. 

“Aye, aye,” He began to laugh, “And worry not 
about dragons. I half jest. Just fantasy… but not to 
Ahab, thou dost well to remember, not to Ahab. 
Thou mayest as well sign the papers right off. Come 
along.” So saying, he led the way to the main cabin. 

There I encountered Captain Bildad. He was the 
most serious looking man I had laid eyes upon, 
sitting straight upwards against the back of the cabin. 
He was tall and wiry, giving a sense of strength 
despite his overall thinness. His cloths were straight 
and tidy, hair pulled back tight with not a one out of 
place, and his face shaved close and smooth. His 
comfort in such a perfect posture told the story of 
one who never slouched, never leaned. He sat 
reading, spectacles resting on his nose, and did not 
bother to look up or acknowledge us as we entered. 

“Bildad,” shouted Captain Peleg, “Ye been 
studying those scriptures for near thirty years. Set 



 

 

down the book and recite from heart, ye old scholar, 
surely thou hast it all in thy memory by now.” 

Bildad looked up from his reading, his eyes going 
directly to me. He took my measure, and looked 
inquiringly towards Peleg. 

“Our new cook, she insists,” said Peleg. 
“Dost thee?” said Bildad in an emotionless tone 

that gave away none of his thoughts. I gave a single, 
stern nod. 

“What do ye think, Bildad?” asked Peleg. 
“Hast thou not already made thy decision? She’ll 

do, if she has passed thy inspection, Captain Peleg.” 
“Well then,” said Peleg as he opened a large 

leather bound book, “what’s thy name girl, I will put 
it down and thou hast a spot on the ship.” 

“Isabelle.” 
“And what compensation dost thou request?” 
I hadn’t thought about that, and didn’t know what 

to answer. 
“I have a mate, as I said, and she knows these 

things better than I. Can I bring her over tomorrow, 
and finalize this business then?” 

“To be sure, we shall have a look at her. Dost she 
serve in the galley as well, then? Having two will split 
the pay differently, be sure.” 

“Yes sir, and she has experience on a ship, having 
headed up a kitchen, I mean, galley before.” 

“Well, bring her along then.” 
I made my leave, and just before exiting the cabin 

stopped in thought. I turned back and both Peleg 
and Bildad raised their eyebrows at me in question. 



 

 

“Excuse me gentlemen, one last thing. What of 
Captain Ahab? Will I have the chance to meet him 
this day or perhaps tomorrow?” 

“But I don’t think thou wilt be able to at present. I 
don’t know exactly what’s the matter with him; but 
he keeps close inside the house; a sort of sick, and yet 
he don’t look so. In fact, he ain’t sick; but no, he isn’t 
well either. His memories be mixed up inside him. 
Anyhow, young girl, he won’t always see me, so I 
don’t suppose he will thee. He’s a queer man, 
Captain Ahab, so some think, but a good one. Oh, 
thou’lt like him well enough; no fear, no fear. He’s a 
grand, ungodly, god-like man, Captain Ahab; doesn’t 
speak much; but, when he does speak, then you may 
well listen. Mark ye, be forewarned; Ahab’s above the 
common; Ahab’s been in colleges, as well as ‘mong 
the cannibals; been used to deeper wonders than the 
waves; and in his days on the sea, he fixed his fiery 
lance in mightier, stranger foes than most men can 
imagine. His lance! Aye, the keenest and the surest 
out of all our isle! Oh! He ain’t Captain Bildad; no, 
and he ain’t Captain Peleg; HE’S AHAB, girl; and 
Ahab of old, thou knowest, was a crowned king!” 

“Ahab, Ahab… wasn’t he a vile type of King 
though? Not a positive namesake, wicked I believe. 
Wasn’t his fame that the dogs lapped his blood as he 
lay bleeding to death?” 

“Come hither to me—hither, hither,” said Peleg, 
with a significance in his eye that almost startled me. 
“Look ye, lass; never say that on board the Pequod. 
Never say it anywhere. Captain Ahab did not name 



 

 

himself. ‘Twas a foolish, ignorant whim of his crazy, 
widowed mother, who died when he was only a 
twelvemonth old. And yet the old squaw Tistig, at 
Gayhead, said that the name would somehow prove 
prophetic. And, perhaps, other fools like her may tell 
thee the same. I wish to warn thee. It’s a lie. I know 
Captain Ahab well; I’ve sailed with him as mate years 
ago; I know what he is… a good man… not a pious, 
good man, like Bildad, but a swearing good man, 
something like me… only there’s a good deal more 
of him. Aye, aye, I know that he was never very jolly; 
and I know that on the passage home, he was a little 
out of his mind for a spell; but it was the sharp 
shooting pains in his burned body that brought that 
about, as any one might see. I know, too, that ever 
since he was so burned last voyage, during a terrible 
fire during a terrible storm, he dreamed up a terrible 
beast, and he’s been a kind of moody… desperate 
moody, and savage sometimes; but that will all pass 
off. And once for all, let me tell thee and assure thee, 
young lady, it’s better to sail with a moody good 
captain than a laughing bad one. I know not the truth 
of dragons, but that time for Ahab was bad, real bad, 
so humor him. So good-bye to thee, and wrong not 
Captain Ahab, because he happens to have a wicked 
name. Besides, my girl, he has a wife, not three 
voyages wedded, a sweet, resigned girl. Think of that, 
by that sweet girl that old man has a child. Hold ye 
then there can be any utter, hopeless harm in Ahab? 
No, no, my dear girl; stricken, blasted, if he be, Ahab 
has his humanities!” 



 

 

I climbed down and soon was on my way back to 
the inn, deep in though, contemplating what had 
been revealed to me about Captain Ahab. I wondered 
the extent of his injuries, and couldn’t help but feel 
sympathy towards him. Surely being burned so badly 
would result in significant scarring. My other concern 
was with the story itself. Who had concocted the tale 
of the dragon, I wondered. Also, how was he truly 
burned? Did the crew of such an oddity as an airship 
bring attention to themselves, and get lost in 
bragging and exaggeration during drinking while on 
leave from the ship? I wondered if the stories of 
dragons took a course of their own, and the crew, 
maybe weary of doubters, used some terrible accident 
to validate the story. I shook the thoughts out of my 
head, no use in me making up stories with no basis to 
build on. Maybe there was more fact in the story than 
I could know. I suddenly realized I didn’t know what 
the business of the ship was, that such an accident 
could happen. I had all but taken a position on the 
ship, and didn’t have a clue what its mission would 
be, where it would be going, or for how long. With 
these new worries, the dark mystery of Ahab slipped 
my mind. 

 
 

-THE RAMADAN- 
 

I arrived back at the Try-Pots Inn sometime later. 
The innkeeper met me as I entered, saying his wife 
was worried about my friend. She had not left her 



 

 

room all day, and had not answered when she 
knocked. The innkeeper told me, and said he had 
told his wife, that it was surely something to do with 
her religion, some kind of Ramadan, no doubt, a 
fasting trance of some sort. He told me that he had 
known Berta for some time, and knew her to go off 
the edge from time to time when she thought her 
god was talking to her. I told the innkeeper that 
Ramadan was not a Christian practice, and that Berta 
was no doubt a Christian. He snorted, proclaiming 
only Catholics to be Christians, and knowing that 
Berta was not that, she was essentially a pagan. I had 
no interest in debating theology with him, and 
instead just asked him to let his wife know I would 
check on Berta. 

I went to her door and knocked myself, but there 
was no response. I tried talking to her through the 
door, but still was greeted with silence. I returned to 
the innkeeper and was able to convince him to let me 
have a key to Berta’s room. I tried knocking one 
more time, and then let myself in. Berta was on her 
knees at the room’s only window. Her elbows rested 
on the sill, her hands clasped together, and her 
forehead rested against her hands. I said her name 
quietly, but she did not acknowledge my presence in 
the least bit.  

“Berta, this is madness. How long have you been 
kneeling there?” I tried, but she did not answer. The 
thought suddenly came to me, what if she wasn’t 
breathing, what if her heart stopped in the middle of 
prayer and she was locked into that position due to 



 

 

rigor mortis? I nervously approached her and laid my 
hand on her back, relieved to feel her warmth.  

“Berta?” Still nothing. I resigned to waiting her 
out. I left the room to retrieve a notebook and pen, 
and when I returned I took a seat on her bed. I began 
to write my recollection of events since leaving New 
Amsterdam, also jotting down my opinion on certain 
matters here and there. As evening turned to night, 
more than once, while in thought, I would feel my 
eyes close and my head begin to droop. I would jerk 
awake, and continue my writing. Now and then I 
would walk over to Berta, gently touching her and 
saying her name, always met with the same silence. 
Eventually I lost my battle with my exhaustion, and 
fell asleep in Berta’s bed.  

When I woke, Berta was sleeping next to me. It 
was still night, and I attempted to roll out of bed 
without disturbing her, but as soon as I moved she 
opened her eyes and sat up.  

“How long since you lied down?” I asked her. 
“Only a few minutes.” 
“What was that all about, Berta?” 
“What are you talking about?” 
“Come on, you know what I’m talking about. You 

locked yourself in all day, and was the entire day and 
half the night spent kneeling at that window sill?” 

“I took time to say my thanks to the Lord, girl. It’s 
something more of us should consider doing, I 
think.” 

“But all that time, it’s excessive. I thank the Lord, 
too. Can it not be accomplished in a matter of 



 

 

minutes, if not seconds?” 
“I have much to be thankful for. For all He did 

for us, a couple of minutes seems insulting, does it 
not. Couldn’t we say the same to Him? Why hang on 
the cross, oh Lord? Why be whipped and kicked and 
spit upon? Couldn’t you just nod your head, or wave 
your hand, and your will be done? Just a couple 
minutes of your time, oh Lord?” 

She had me stumped for a response. I had never 
thought about it. “Couldn’t he have,” I said meekly. 

Berta then quoted: “From that time Jesus began to 
show to His disciples that He must go to Jerusalem, 
and suffer many things from the elders and chief 
priests and scribes, and be killed, and be raised the 
third day. 

Then Peter took Him aside and began to rebuke 
Him, saying, ’Far be it from You, Lord; this shall not 
happen to You!’  

But He turned and said to Peter, ‘Get behind Me, 
Satan! You are an offense to Me, for you are not 
mindful of the things of God, but the things of men.’ 

Think on it, Isabelle. Think on it.” 
I, like Peter, was rebuked. I felt there was more to 

say, and was certain in my understanding, that this 
was not something that God truly had interest in us 
doing, kneeling all day in a trance and ignoring the 
world, but I also felt incompetent in arguing my 
points with Berta, considering she seemed to have a 
great more of the Good Book memorized than I, if 
not a great more of understanding of its words, and I 
was sure she would have a verse to rebuke me further 



 

 

with any point I tried to make.  
“I’ll see you in the morning than?” She asked. 
“Yes, at breakfast. Better be early I think. I have 

much to tell you, and it’s a long ride to the skyport. 
You scared me, you know, I thought you might have 
died.” 

“Don’t be silly, girl. Good night.” 
With that I retired to my room until breakfast. At 

breakfast I shared the details of my trip to the 
skyport with Berta. I briefly described my awe at first 
seeing the ship, and told her of Captain Peleg and 
Captain Bildad. She asked which one would be taking 
helm during our journey, and so then I told her of 
Captain Ahab, and the nonsense about the dragon. 
She told me not to bother myself with it too much. 
She said truth often is in the eye of the beholder, and 
depends on perception and interpretation. Dragon or 
no dragon, Captain Ahab no doubt experienced 
something difficult to explain, and beyond her and 
my understanding. She explained that in her own 
travels, she had seen and experienced things that 
others would not believe, and looking back 
sometimes wondered about the details of her own 
memories. I told her that Captain Peleg shared the 
story as if he couldn’t completely dismiss it, dismiss it 
he did though, but warned not to take the matter 
lightly with Captain Ahab, and Captain Bildad, who 
seemed quite a serious fellow, never commented on 
it. She nodded, and stated that sometimes, things 
grow and become more fantastic with each telling, 
especially if there are multiple people doing the 



 

 

telling. Again, she advised that we not take concern 
with the validity of the tale, and simply worry about 
our upcoming responsibilities. She asked me what the 
ships purpose would be; figured it might be cargo, 
maybe a delivery across the mountains. My face 
blushed when I told her I didn’t know, and I half 
expected a scolding for being so dumb as not to ask. 
She shrugged and said not to worry about that too 
much, either. A galley, she told me, is enough worry 
in itself. 

 
 

-HER MARK- 
 

As we approached the field of the skyport, I 
watched Berta closely, wanting to see her reaction 
when the airship came in view. I was not 
disappointed, as I saw the same mix of awe and 
excitement that I felt written in her expression. 

“All my life, I can’t say I ever dreamed of such a 
sight. Will you look at that, its floating right in front 
of us, tethered to the ground or it would lift right up 
to the clouds, I dare say. My goodness, Isabelle, its 
real… its real.” 

She grinned, firmly gripped my shoulders, and 
hugged me. I grinned from ear to ear as well; nearly 
as excited as I was the day before at seeing it, 
thinking I could never get tired of such a sight. It was 
unnatural to see, the ship fighting the forces of earth 
in that way, but it wasn’t unnatural in a bad way, it 
was magical. 



 

 

We came to the ship, and climbed the rope ladder 
the same as I had the day before. Berta was not keen 
of the ladder at all, and with her cussing and heavy 
breathing, she didn’t hide her disdain for it. Finally 
climbing over the rail and being on deck, she grinned 
at me again and proclaimed that she wouldn’t be 
disembarking much on our journey, to avoid the 
climb if no other reason. She also wondered aloud 
how she was going to bring supplies onboard. 

Captain Peleg interjected as he appeared out of the 
cabin, and having heard her comment about loading 
supplies, assured us it was a team effort, that nets 
were loaded and then pulled up by the crew.  

“Aye, but most of that work is already done. 
Bildad and I concern ourselves with such things. 
Thou needs not worry; ye’ll have what ye’ll need. Just 
thy personal things, tis all that’s yours to load.” 

He questioned Berta some about her experience, 
and her answers were pleasing enough that he didn’t 
give her a hard time. After a few minutes of 
conversation he brought us both into the cabin, 
where Bildad was in the same spot and form as I saw 
him the day before. They discussed pay a bit, and I 
differed to Berta. I told her that, as agreed, I picked 
the ship, but her dream had nothing to do with 
bargaining our terms of employment, and I had no 
experience or reference to be able to do so. Berta 
finally asked what the business of the ship was, and 
the details of the mission we were signing on to. 

“This be a hunting vessel, like none known before 
it,” answered Peleg, “to the great plains of the west 



 

 

ye go, through the Ozarks then up to the Dakota 
Territories. A full year ye be out. Feeding the hunters, 
ye be concerned with. The hunters’ll fill our cargo 
hold with hides; the Pequod will be the scourge of 
the great American Buffalo.” 

Satisfied with his answer, and having all sides 
agreed, Captain Peleg opened a large leather bound 
book, and asked our full names so he could record 
our contract. I told him I was only Isabelle, and he 
raised an eyebrow at it. Then Berta told him it was 
only Berta, and he protested that we were being 
dishonest with him. Still, he wrote it down and had 
us sign. Berta made a mark instead of signing, and he 
scoffed. 

“Dost thou mean to tell me ye can’t read or 
write?” 

“No, sir, I don’t mean that to be the impression. I 
read and write just fine. I just don’t lay claim to my 
birth name, and so this is how I sign, because it 
serves its purpose. I know it’s me, and tell me, will 
you confuse that mark with someone else? Or are 
you the type that will take advantage and try to 
swindle us out of pay?” 

“Thou hast made thy point, my lady. Neither 
myself, nor Bildad, despite being a sour penny 
pinching chap, hast ever withheld what is owed.” 

“I’m no lady, Captain Peleg. Just Berta.” 
“Aye, Berta it is. Well, Berta and Isabelle, welcome 

to the Pequod. We leave this week; I’ll get word to 
your Inn.” 
 



 

 

-THE PROPHET- 
 

“Shipmates, do you mean to take to the sky?” 
Berta and I had just arrived back at the Try-Pots, 

and were each occupied with her own thoughts when 
those words were put to us by a stranger. He was but 
shabbily appareled in faded jacket and patched 
trousers; a rag of a black handkerchief around his 
neck. His face was badly scarred with pox marks, one 
connected to another, covering the entirety of his 
cheeks. 

“Have ye shipped in her? Signed have ye?” 
“How would you come about such a conclusion, 

were you following us?” I accused him. 
He pointed down to the ground between my feet, 

I looked and saw the flyer from my jacket unfolded, 
lying there. I must have dropped it while exiting the 
cab. I picked it up, refolding it and stuffing it back 
into my coat pocket from which it came. 

“Yes,” I said, “we signed the articles. What of it?” 
“Anything down there about your souls?” 
“About what?” Berta said aggressively, she was 

already growing impatient with the apparent vagrant. 
“Oh, perhaps you haven’t got any,” he said 

quickly. “No matter though, I know many chaps that 
haven’t got any, and good luck to ‘em; they are all the 
better off for it. A soul’s a sort of a fifth wheel to a 
wagon.” 

“Stop your jabbering and leave us be,” I said as I 
paid the driver and the carriage pulled off. We started 
to walk towards the Inn, intent on ignoring the man. 



 

 

“HE may lack, but he makes up for it in spirit, 
aye? Willingly follow Old Thunder straight to hell, 
will ye? Stop!” 

I stopped, I don’t know why. Maybe it was the 
way he put emphasis on HE. I had a feeling I knew 
who he was talking about, and couldn’t resist 
reengaging. So I asked, “Who’s Old Thunder?” 

“Captain Ahab, ye haven’t seen him yet, have ye?” 
“The Captain of our ship, the Pequod?” 
“Aye, among some of us old sailor chaps, he’s Old 

Thunder. But, ye haven’t seen him yet, have ye?” 
“No, we haven’t. He’s sick they say, but getting 

better, and will be right again soon enough. We leave 
before too long.” 

“Right again,” the stranger repeated through full 
laughter, but laughter without true humor. “He’ll be 
right again when me misshapen flesh falls off and 
grows anew.” 

Berta tried to pull me away by the shoulder, but I 
shrugged her off and asked, “What do you know 
about him?” 

The stranger gave me a crooked, toothy grin, 
“What did they TELL you about him? Say that!” 

“Not much of anything, but that he’s a good 
captain and good to his crew. So what of it? What’s 
your grudge with him?” 

“No grudge. It be true he’s a good captain, as long 
as ye jump when he gives an order, as long as ye step 
to his step and answer to call, then he be good to the 
men. What of the rest though? Nothing of the 
darkness that overtook him, nothing of the lightning 



 

 

strike and the laying like the dead for three days and 
three nights? Nothing about spitting into the silver 
calabash and killing the Spaniard before the altar in 
Santa Domingo? How could ye know? No one in 
Nantucket can tell, I guess. What of his prophecy, 
though? What of his current condition, though? 
What of the scars that cover his good half, deeper 
than my own? Ye’ve heard tell of that, I dare say. 
What else, though, dost ye really KNOW?” 

“My friend,” I said, “I don’t know what this 
gibberish of yours is about, I don’t know, and I don’t 
much care. I can’t help but wonder the health of your 
own mind, but if you are speaking of Captain Ahab, 
of the airship, the Pequod, then let me tell you, his 
mind is surely sound and his body healed. I know all 
about his injuries.” 

“ALL about it, ye sure you do? All?” 
“I’m sure,” but I wasn’t. Yet, I didn’t want to hear 

the ramblings from the inflicted mind of a beggar. I 
was following Berta’s advice, and trying to not 
concern myself with these stories, and how could I 
put any value in what he said, when I knew nothing 
of him, and first impression didn’t bode well.  

The beggar-like stranger stood a moment, as if in 
inner turmoil; then starting a little, turned and said, 
“Ye’ve shipped, have ye? Names down on the 
papers? Well, well, what’s signed, is signed; and 
what’s to be, will be; and then again, perhaps it won’t 
be, after all. Anyhow, it’s all fixed and arranged 
a’ready; and some sailors or other must go with him, 
I suppose; as well these as any other men, or women 



 

 

I guess, God pity ‘em! Good afternoon to ye, 
shipmates, Afternoon; the ineffable heavens bless ye; 
Don’t you worry 'bout ole’ Elijah. I’m sorry I 
stopped ye.” 

“Good afternoon, then,” I replied, and finally 
turned towards Berta, who was still waiting for me 
but seemed to have stopped giving the stranger any 
attention, and together we walked into the Try-Pots.  

That night, I struggled to relax for sleep. I found 
myself thinking of what was said about the Spaniard 
at the altar, and the silver calabash. Did a dispute 
about religious denomination lead to murder? How 
would this Ahab take to Berta and her ways? Also, 
what of this prophesy? The half revealing 
conversations with Captain Peleg and this Elijah were 
scratching at my mind as if it were some kind of 
riddle, and I was just on the brink of realizing the 
solution. Captain Ahab was becoming such a mystery 
to me, and also somewhat mystic. I needed to meet 
him, and bring him back down to earth in my mind, 
strip away all this and see him for the mortal man he 
is. Finally, I fell asleep. 

 
 

-ALL ASTIR- 
 

It wasn’t but a day or two later and word came to 
the Inn. The call was given that the ships company 
was to have their possessions on board by nightfall, 
and that tents would be available on-site.  When we 
arrived back at the skyport, it was a different sight 



 

 

indeed. Another ship was tethered in the field. The 
entire port was a bustle of activity, with more people 
than I could count moving about, some unloading 
the newly arrived ship, others loading the Pequod 
with its final necessities, every little thing anyone 
could think of until it was fully equipped.   

A common one to see, passing back and forth, I 
came to know was Captain Bildad’s sister. Everyone 
called her Aunt Charity, and it was certainly a fitting 
name. She busied herself to ensure the safety, 
comfort, and consolidation of all who would come 
aboard. Often I would see her setting someone up on 
a carriage, supplying both the runner and the driver 
with coin, only later to see the same folk return with 
a multitude of things that otherwise would not have 
been supplied, maybe not with barebones necessities, 
but with item most necessary for a right spirit. Peleg 
and Bildad were not ones to think of luxuries, 
comfort, or indulgences. Charity filed that void 
without Bildad’s approval, but not without his 
knowledge. Some of the things I saw her manage 
bringing aboard were chocolate, pickles, jars of 
various seasonings and spices (Berta liked her very 
much), rolls of flannel, extra quills and notebooks, 
and more than a couple barrels of rum and wine. Of 
the latter I know Peleg and Bildad did not approve, 
but I was under the impression that Ahab allowed it, 
because if not wouldn’t he, as Captain, simply have it 
thrown overboard? 

During the next days Berta and I spent most of 
our time on the ship, organizing the galley to Berta’s 



 

 

liking. She would confer with Charity sometimes, 
which would more often than not result in a later 
visit and delivery of some article that Berta felt 
necessary. Soon, the movement slowed and 
preparations came to an end. Berta and I began to 
take our room on the ship, and for me it took some 
getting used to, the way it swayed and moved in the 
wind. Berta said it wasn’t much different than the 
feeling of being on the seas.  

I asked Captain Peleg and Captain Bildad in 
passing, more than once, when we could expect 
Captain Ahab to make an appearance. Each time I 
was told soon, maybe today, maybe tomorrow. This 
was the answer for six days, until finally we were told 
to head back to town for a night, at Captain Ahab’s 
insistence, and do whatever we so desired to do for 
enjoyment, because we launched before night the 
next day. Berta protested to Captain Peleg, whom 
delivered the message, that she would just assume 
stay onboard, that she was quite comfortable and had 
no enjoyment in town that she couldn’t find on the 
ship. Captain Peleg said it wasn’t an option, and that 
disobeying Ahab’s first order was not a good start. 
Berta let him know she would never consider 
disobeying a lawful order, and so grabbed a few 
things needed for one more night in town.  

We returned to the Try-Pots, and enjoyed bowls 
of chowder of various kinds, and more than a few 
glasses of wine. We shared a room and a bed that 
night, and when we woke we went straight to the 
skyport, ready to start our journey. Upon leaving the 



 

 

Inn, the sun had not yet begun to rise. 
 
 

-GOING ONBOARD- 
 

We arrived at the skyport just as the first peaks of 
light were coming from the horizon. It was nearly six 
o’clock, a gray misty morning with heavy fog. At first 
I thought Berta and I were the first to return to the 
Pequod, but then, despite the low visibility, I thought 
I saw movement near the ship. I pointed it out to 
Berta, and she confirmed that she too saw men 
scaling the ladder.  

“Stop right there!” was a command from behind 
us. We both froze, and looked at each other with 
uncertainty. We turned expecting to see someone of 
authority, maybe Captain Peleg, although the call 
didn’t match his voice. Instead, we found ourselves 
confronted by Elijah once more. 

“Well, now I know you're following us. What’s 
your angle here?” I said. 

“Following, no, been here all night, and for 
months before that, going aboard?” 

“Yes we are, but what business is that of yours? I 
find you offensive, did you realize,” barked Berta, 
doing nothing to hide her disdain for the fellow. 

“No, no, no; I wasn’t aware of that,” replied 
Elijah, slowly looking back and forth between me 
and Berta with a look of hurt as if he thought we 
were old friends. 

“Elijah,” I said with some patience, “I’m going to 



 

 

ask nicely, and I expect you to comply with what I 
ask, because if you don’t, well than Berta and I can 
take it no other way than a threat on our safety, so I 
ask you: leave us now, and leave us alone from now 
on. We board now, and then we go take to the sky, 
and we would prefer to not be detained or further 
bother by the likes of you.” 

“Well, to the sky you say. Don’t’ let me stop you. 
Never would I stop you. To the sky, and back before 
breakfast I presume?” He was backing away, but still 
facing us and grinning now. 

“Your mad,” I said and turned away. 
“Good morning to ye,” he responded. I looked 

over my shoulder to make sure Berta was following 
me. She was, and I saw Elijah had also turned and 
was walking away in the opposite direction.  

Berta caught up with me with a few long steps, 
and put a hand on my shoulder. “Let’s not mind him. 
We’ll be away from here soon enough.”  

I nodded my agreement, and was ready to put him 
out of mind when suddenly his voice gave us a heart 
stopping start, he was walking right beside us and 
seemingly came out of nowhere, “Seen anything 
looking like men climbing that ladder only a short 
while ago?” 

“Sure we did, and what’s it to you? Be gone, 
Elijah, we mean it now,” I answered. 

“Aye, I’ll depart, don’t ye worry. I’m on my leave,” 
he stopped as he said this, dropping away from us as 
we continued to walk. When we had distanced 
ourselves from him a good bit, we heard him once 



 

 

more, he was shouting, faint and far away, but clear 
enough to understand, “Those men, see if you can 
find ‘em now. Hold on to your faith, friends. There 
are more men than souls and more aboard than 
return, all but one complete that ship’s voyage, I say. 
I’ll never know, though, I shan’t see you again.”  
Truly, that was the last I knew of Elijah. 

When at last we boarded the Pequod, we found 
everything quiet and still. The cabin was locked, and 
dark within. Below deck was also profoundly silent. 
We seemed to be alone on the ship. 

“Those men we saw coming aboard, where could 
they have gone?” I asked Berta rhetorically. She 
didn’t seem to be troubled by the question, and 
shrugged it off. It left me wondering if she had heard 
Elijah’s inexplicable comments. I could have easily 
written it off to poor sight in the fog, if not for 
Elijah. Now, I had a hard time pushing it out of my 
mind. 

Finally, we heard some foot falls and moved 
towards them. We were greeted by what looked to be 
an ordinary sailor.  

“Ahoy,” said Berta. 
“Ahoy, and who are you, if you don’t mind me 

asking.” 
“The cook and my mate. Any word on sailing 

today?” 
He looked us over quickly and then nodded. “Aye, 

aye, we’ll be off before dark no doubt. The captain 
came aboard last night.” 

“Captain Ahab?” I asked. 



 

 

“Of course,” we could now hear more foot falls 
on the deck above us, “and Starbuck’s just arriving 
now, no doubt.” In so saying, he dropped what he 
had with him on a bunk and went on deck, and we 
followed. 

The sun had now completely risen, and the crew 
was arriving in groups of two and three. Captain 
Peleg and Captain Bildad arrived. They were full of 
life, walking the deck to and fro, making sure 
everything was proper for takeoff, and that 
everything needed was accounted for. Charity was 
onboard, dropping off a few last provisions. Captain 
Ahab remained unseen, in his cabin. 

 
 

-MERRY CHRISTMAS- 
 

It was just past noon when everyone not shipping 
with the vessel left the deck by way of the rope 
ladder, one by one climbing back to the ground, with 
more than a few taking positions at the spots where 
the ropes were holding us down, ready to release our 
bonds and see us off to the overcast sky. The last two 
to leave were Captain Peleg and Captain Bildad. They 
stood together, lingering as if not wanting to depart.  

At last, Peleg turned to his comrade, with a final 
sort of sad look about him, and said “Captain Bildad, 
come, old shipmate, we must go. MAN THE 
ROPES THERE! AHOY! STAND BY TO 
RELEASE, NOW! HAUL THEM IN NOW, 
CAREFUL!—come, Bildad, boy—say your last. 



 

 

Luck to ye, Starbuck—luck to ye, Mr. Stubb—luck to 
ye, Mr. Flask—good-bye and good luck to ye all—
and this day next year I’ll have a hot supper smoking 
for ye in old Nantucket. Hurrah and away!”  

The ship began to slowly lift, and Peleg went over 
the side and began to climb over to the ladder. The 
extra length of the ladder gave them sometime to 
depart after releasing the tethers. Peleg stopped and 
looked back as Captain Bildad lingered still. 

“God bless ye, and have ye in His holy keeping, 
men,” murmured old Bildad, almost incoherently. “I 
hope ye’ll have fine weather now, so that Captain 
Ahab may soon be moving among ye—a pleasant 
sun is all he needs, and ye’ll have plenty of them in 
the voyage ye go. Be careful in the journey, ye mates. 
Don’t forget your prayers, either. Mr. Starbuck, mind 
that coal, don’t waste the reserves. Oh! The patch is 
in the green locker! Don’t push it too much a’ Lord’s 
days, men; but don’t miss a fair wind either, that’s 
rejecting Heaven’s good gifts. Have an eye to the 
weaponry, Mr. Starbuck; it was a little under-oiled, I 
thought. If ye touch at a town, Mr. Flask, beware of 
fornication. Good-bye, good-bye! Don’t keep that 
cheese too long down in the hold, Ms. Berta; it’ll 
spoil. Be careful with the butter—twenty cents the 
pound it was, and mind ye, if—“ 

“Come, come, Captain Bildad; stop palavering,—
away!” interrupted Peleg.  

“One last bit. Ye men be on a journey that may 
possibly meet a most unholy creature. Keep nerve, 
and leave it be, if need be. Leave it be, if need be, Mr. 



 

 

Starbuck. Merry Christmas to ye, men. I know it be a 
bit late to say so, but I wanted to anyhow.” With that, 
Peleg hurried him over the side, and both descended 
to the ground. 

Ship and ground diverged; a cold, damp breeze 
blew between; there were cheers from the ground; 
we gave three heavy-hearted cheers of our own, and 
blindly plunged like fate into the low clouds. 

 
 

-THE LEE SHORE- 
 

On that cold winter night, I spent a good amount 
of time on the deck, looking out and taking in all I 
could see. We pushed just above the clouds, and the 
heavens opened up to us with such brilliance that I 
wanted to sing. The clouds were below us! Looking 
out and up, it was a completely uninterrupted view 
that went on into eternity.  

I had a strong desire to touch the clouds. I wanted 
to toss the same ladder we used to embark over the 
rails, and climb down to a position that I could lean 
and let my hand cut through them. So strong was the 
desire that I promised myself to do it at some time 
during our journey, perhaps on the way back. 

From one side of the ship I could see out to a 
point that the clouds ended. The land was dark and 
its features covered in shadow. I could see some 
spots of light though, what I figured to be the coast, 
some street lanterns maybe. 

It dawned on me the absurdity of what we were 



 

 

doing. We had taken a boat to an island on the edge 
of the sea, to board a ship that would travel over 
land, first coming back the way we came. Why I 
wondered, had they put the skyport on Nantucket? I 
supposed it was to recruit the sailors. Surely there 
was a lack of those with experience on an airship, so 
experience on a traditional ship was seen as 
interchangeable. 

I found myself wondering the sort of sailors I 
would find aboard the Pequod. What type of man did 
it take to leave the sea and board such an unusual 
vessel? One thing for sure, with a year together in 
close quarters, I would find out. 

 
 

-THE ADVOCATE- 
 

Berta and I found out earlier that the primary 
business of the Pequod was the hunting of bison, the 
great American buffalo. I knew nothing about the 
beast at the time, and was delighted to find Berta had 
acquired a couple of books about the animal and 
techniques used to hunt it, a special request that 
Charity had filled.  

In a book called “The California and Oregon 
Trail”, Francis Parkman told of hunting the buffalo, 
and the two styles commonly used. He wrote: 
 

“There are two methods commonly practiced, 'running' and 
'approaching.' The chase on horseback, which goes by the name 
of 'running,' is the more violent and dashing mode of the two. 



 

 

Indeed, of all American wild sports, this is the wildest. Once 
among the buffalo, the hunter, unless long use has made him 
familiar with the situation, dashes forward in utter recklessness 
and self-abandonment. He thinks of nothing, cares for nothing 
but the game; his mind is stimulated to the highest pitch, yet 
intensely concentrated on one object. In the midst of the flying 
herd, where the uproar and the dust are thickest, it never 
wavers for a moment; he drops the rein and abandons his horse 
to his furious career; he levels his gun, the report sounds faint 
amid the thunder of the buffalo; and when his wounded enemy 
leaps in vain fury upon him, his heart thrills with a feeling like 
the fierce delight of the battlefield. 

A practiced and skillful hunter, well mounted, will 
sometimes kill five or six cows in a single chase, loading his 
gun again and again as his horse rushes through the tumult. 
An exploit like this is quite beyond the capacities of a novice. 
In attacking a small band of buffalo, or in separating a single 
animal from the herd and assailing it apart from the rest, there 
is less excitement and less danger. With a bold and well 
trained horse the hunter may ride so close to the buffalo that as 
they gallop side by side he may reach over and touch him with 
his hand; nor is there much danger in this as long as the 
buffalo's strength and breath continue unabated; but when he 
becomes tired and can no longer run at ease, when his tongue 
lolls out and foam flies from his jaws, then the hunter had 
better keep at a more respectful distance; the distressed brute 
may turn upon him at any instant; and especially at the 
moment when he fires his gun.  

The wounded buffalo springs at his enemy; the horse leaps 
violently aside; and then the hunter has need of a tenacious seat 
in the saddle, for if he is thrown to the ground there is no hope 



 

 

for him. When he sees his attack defeated the buffalo resumes 
his flight, but if the shot be well directed he soon stops; for a 
few moments he stands still, then totters and falls heavily upon 
the prairie.  

The chief difficulty in running buffalo, as it seems to me, is 
that of loading the gun or pistol at full gallop. Many hunters 
for convenience' sake carry three or four bullets in the, mouth; 
the powder is poured down the muzzle of the piece, the bullet 
dropped in after it, the stock struck hard upon the pommel of 
the saddle, and the work is done.  

The danger of this method is obvious. Should the blow on 
the pommel fail to send the bullet home, or should the latter, in 
the act of aiming, start from its place and roll toward the 
muzzle, the gun would probably burst in discharging. Many a 
shattered hand and worse casualties besides have been the result 
of such an accident. To obviate it, some hunters make use of a 
ramrod, usually hung by a string from the neck, but this 
materially increases the difficulty of loading. The bows and 
arrows which the Indians use in running buffalo have many 
advantages over firearms, and even white men occasionally 
employ them. 

The danger of the chase arises not so much from the onset of 
the wounded animal as from the nature of the ground which the 
hunter must ride over. The prairie does not always present a 
smooth, level, and uniform surface; very often it is broken with 
hills and hollows, intersected by ravines, and in the remoter 
parts studded by the stiff wild-sage bushes. The most 
formidable obstructions, however, are the burrows of wild 
animals- wolves, badgers, and particularly prairie dogs, with 
whose holes the ground for a very great extent is frequently 
honey- combed. In the blindness of the chase the hunter rushes 



 

 

over it unconscious of danger; his horse, at full career, thrusts 
his leg deep into one of the burrows; the bone snaps, the rider is 
hurled forward to the ground and probably killed." 

The method of 'approaching,' being practiced on foot, has 
many advantages over that of 'running'; in the former, one 
neither breaks down his horse nor endangers his own life; 
instead of yielding to excitement he must be cool, collected, and 
watchful; he must understand the buffalo, observe the features 
of the country and the course of the wind, and be skilled, 
moreover, in using the rifle. The buffalo are strange animals; 
sometimes they are so stupid and infatuated that a man may 
walk up to them in full sight on the open prairie, and even 
shoot several of their number before the rest will think it 
necessary to retreat. Again at another moment they will be so 
shy and wary, that in order to approach them the utmost skill, 
experience, and judgment are necessary. Kit Carson, I believe, 
stands pre-eminent in running buffalo; in approaching, no man 
living can bear away the palm from Henry Chatillon.” 

 
What adventure! I imagined myself on such a 

hunt, not the “approaching” method, but the wild 
“running” style. If ever I could find value in life on 
land again, perhaps this is the occupation to pursue! 
A life and death battle between man and beast played 
out at the full speed sprint of the brute. I wondered, 
though, if I could actually bring myself to kill the 
animal. I wondered what beauty would break 
through, to see them use all of their body’s muscles 
in the chase. I realized it wasn’t the hunt at all that 
excited me, but the idea of running with them, 
stampeding with a herd of thousands of one of 



 

 

God’s powerful creations.  
I wondered what parallel there could be with 

hunting from the Pequod, however. I knew there 
were no horses on board, so doing the hunt in that 
manner was not an option. Would the hunters 
disembark and approach the bison by foot? Or, 
would the hunting be somehow performed from the 
sky? I heard, right before exiting the ship, that 
Captain Peleg told the first mate to give some care to 
the weaponry. He said they were under oiled. I 
wondered what type of weapons they could be, for 
such an order to apply. I started imagining what type 
of weapons could be used in hunting the bison from 
the sky. Bow and arrow would certainly be an option, 
but I didn’t think they needed to be oiled; perhaps 
the strings? Spears or harpoons could be used, almost 
like whaling; I wasn’t sure if the shafts needed oiling, 
where they wood or metal? Either way they would 
probably need oiled, or the metal heads certainly 
would. Guns? They, too, could need a light oil for 
cleaning and storing.  
 
 
-POSTSCRIPT- 
 

On the behalf of the dignity of hunting and 
hunters everywhere, I will bring forth in support of 
them nothing but substantiated facts. Hunting as a 
right of nobility has been taking place since the 
Assyrian kings; to display their royal nature they 
hunted lions from chariots. Hunting was 



 

 

Charlemagne’s passion, and he was an active hunter 
right up to his death at the ripe old age of seventy-
two. Hunting has been used in antiquity as a 
representation of the Christian’s quest for truth and 
salvation. In romance novels the hunter in pursuit of 
his game can be used as a symbol of the knight’s 
quest for his lady’s heart. The hunter stands as a 
symbol of nobility and the successful hunt ordains 
the boy as a man. So high in God’s favor is the 
hunter, that he wrote him a place in the stars.  
 

 
-KNIGHTS AND SQUIRES- 
 

The chief mate of the Pequod was Starbuck, a 
native of Nantucket, and a Quaker by descent. His 
past was in whaling, and having worked with Peleg 
and Bildad for years, they attempted to recruit 
Starbuck for the airship upon its inception. After 
refusing its maiden voyage, and instead returning to 
the sea, he at last agreed to join the Pequod. He was a 
man of sincere and intense conviction, and though 
born on an icy coast, seemed well adapted to endure 
any climate, his flesh being hard as twice-baked 
biscuit. If we were bound for the Caribbean, I have 
no doubt his stamina would not waver, and his 
demeanor would not change. He had the toughness 
and constitution of someone who grew up during 
one of those great famines, as if only some thirty arid 
summers had he seen; those summers had dried up 
all his unnecessary physical being. But this, his 



 

 

rawboned physique, did not give the impression or 
indication of any bodily blight, he was merely more 
concentrated of a man, as if most men are half 
whisky and water, he is all whiskey. He was by no 
means weak in appearance, quite the contrary. His 
complexion was smooth and even; with an outer 
glow fed from inner health and strength, this 
Starbuck seemed prepared to endure for many years 
to come, maybe to endure always, as now; for be it 
Polar snow or torrid sun, as I stated already, his 
interior vitality was warranted to do well in all 
climates.  

Looking into his eyes, you seemed to see there the 
yet lingering images of those many dangers and perils 
he had calmly confronted through life. He was a 
stoic, steadfast man, whose life for the most part was 
one of extravagant action, with not a tame chapter in 
his adult years. Yet, for all his hardy sobriety and 
fortitude, there were certain qualities in him that at 
times affected, and in some cases seemed almost to 
overbalance, all the rest. Uncommonly conscientious 
for a seaman, and endued with a deep reverence for 
the natural world, the years of his life on the sea, and 
the knowledge of those who never returned, did 
therefore strongly incline him to superstition; but to 
that sort of superstition that seems to spring from 
experience and intelligence rather than from 
ignorance. Outward signs or warnings as well as 
inward intuitive foreboding were his guide, and at 
times these things bent the welded iron of his soul. 
Much more than any superstition, however, did the 



 

 

thoughts of his young Cape wife and child tend to 
bend him still more from the original ruggedness of 
his nature. He not only restrained himself from the 
tendency of daredevil behavior that can come from 
overconfidence, but also demanded a level head from 
any man that would partner with him. When his 
career was on a whaling ship, he made it a clear 
statement, “I will have no man in my boat,” said 
Starbuck, “who is not afraid of a whale.” By this, he 
seemed to mean, not only that the most reliable and 
useful courage was that which arises from the fair 
estimation of the encountered peril, but that an 
utterly fearless man is a far more dangerous comrade 
than a coward. 

“Aye, aye,” Stubb, the second mate, was heard 
saying, “Starbuck, there, is as careful a man as you’d 
find anywhere in a fishery.” But I was interested to 
see what that word ‘careful’ precisely meant when 
used by a man like Stubb, or almost any other whale 
hunter. Starbuck was no crusader after perils; in him 
courage was not a sentiment, but a thing simply 
useful to him, and always at hand upon all mortally 
practical occasions. Besides, he thought, perhaps, 
that in the business of whaling and now manning an 
airship hunting bison, courage was one of the great 
staple outfits of the ship, like her beef and her bread, 
and not to be foolishly wasted. He had no fancy for 
braving dark seas or dark nights to tussle with beasts 
one-hundred times his strength; nor for persisting in 
fighting an animal that too much persisted in fighting 
him. For, Starbuck would say, “I am here in this ship 



 

 

to kill mammoth beasts for my living and not to be 
killed by them for theirs;” and that thousands of men 
had been so killed on sea faring ships Starbuck well 
knew. What doom was his own father’s? Where, in 
the bottomless depths, could he find the torn limbs 
of his brother? 

With memories like these in him and given to his 
certain superstitions, as has been said; the courage of 
this Starbuck could still flourish, and must indeed 
have been extreme. It was not, however, 
unreasonable that a man with such terrible 
experiences and remembrances as he had should 
instill an element in him which under suitable 
circumstances would break out from its confinement 
and burn all his courage up. Brave as he might be, it 
was that sort of bravery which, while generally firm 
in conflict with the seas, or winds, or whales, or any 
of the ordinary irrational horrors of the world, it 
could not withstand those more terrific terrors, 
perhaps more spiritual terrors, which sometimes 
menace you when you find yourself caught up in the 
fates of an enraged and mighty man. 

If the coming narrative was to reveal in any 
instance, the complete degradation of poor 
Starbuck’s fortitude, I surely wouldn’t have the heart 
to write it; for it is a thing most sorrowful, most 
shocking, to expose the fall of valor in one’s soul. 
Men may seem detestable as untrained dogs; knaves, 
fools, and murderers there may be; men may have 
mean and meagre faces; but man, in the ideal, is so 
noble and so sparkling, such a grand and glowing 



 

 

creature, that over any public blemish in him all his 
fellows should run to use their jackets for cover. We 
are more than our flaws and weaknesses. When all 
outer character is stripped away, mankind holds onto 
a certain dignity, not the dignity of kings and queens, 
but that abounding dignity of the dirt from which we 
were formed. You see it shining in the arm that 
wields a pick or drives a spike, in the back that lifts a 
stone, in the hand that wields the hammer, that 
universal dignity which, in all hearts, radiates without 
end from God!  

Stubb was the second mate. He was a native of 
Cape Cod; and hence, according to local usage, was 
called a Cape-Cod-man. He was happy-go-lucky; 
neither craven nor valiant, he took perils as they 
came with an indifferent air, and while engaged in the 
most imminent crises would stay calm and collected. 
Good-humored, easy, and careless, he presided over 
his men as if the most deadly encounter were but a 
dinner and his crew all invited guests. He was as 
particular about the comfortable arrangement of his 
part of the ship, as an old stage-driver is about the 
snugness of his box. When close to a hunted beast, in 
the very death-lock of the fight, he handled his 
unpitying weapons coolly and off-handedly, as if 
tinkering with toys. He would hum over his old 
rigadig tunes while side by side with the most 
exasperated monster. Long usage had, for this Stubb, 
converted the jaws of death into an easy chair. What 
he thought of death itself, there is no telling. 
Whether he ever thought of it at all might be a 



 

 

question; but, if he ever did chance to cast his mind 
that way after a comfortable dinner, no doubt, like a 
good sailor, he took it to be like being called to the 
Captain about something which he would find out 
when he obeyed the order, and not sooner. 

The third mate was Flask, a native of Tisbury, in 
Martha’s Vineyard. He was a short, stout, ruddy 
young fellow, very dismissive concerning beasts, who 
somehow seemed to think that the great inhabitants 
of the land, sea and sky had personally and 
completely affronted him; and therefore it was a sort 
of point of honor with him, to destroy them 
whenever encountered. So utterly lost was he to all 
sense of reverence for the many marvels of their 
majestic bulk and mystic ways; and so dead to 
anything like an apprehension of any possible danger 
from encountering them; that in his poor opinion, 
the wondrous mammoths were but a species of 
magnified mouse, or at least rat, requiring only a little 
circumvention and some small application of time 
and trouble in order to kill. This ignorant, 
unconscious fearlessness of his made him a little 
reckless in the matter of hunting; he hunted for the 
fun of it and any voyage to partake in the harvest of 
any animal was only a jolly joke that lasted that length 
of time. As a carpenter’s nails are divided into 
wrought nails and cut nails, so mankind may be 
similarly divided. Little Flask was one of the wrought 
ones, made to clinch tight and last long. They called 
him King-Post on board of the Pequod; because, in 
form, he could be well likened to the short, square 



 

 

timber known by that name in Arctic whalers; and 
which by the means of many radiating side timbers 
inserted into it, serves to brace the ship against the 
icy concussions of those battering seas. 

Now these three mates—Starbuck, Stubb, and 
Flask, were momentous men. They by universal 
prescription commanded three hunting groups as 
headsmen. In that grand order of battle in which 
Captain Ahab would probably marshal his forces to 
descend on the bison, these three headsmen were as 
captains of companies. Being armed with their 
muskets and knifes, they were as a picked trio of 
knights; and their men their squires. 
 

 
-AHAB- 
 

For several days after leaving Nantucket, nothing 
above hatches was seen of Captain Ahab. The mates 
regularly relieved each other at the watches, and with 
nothing seen to the contrary, they seemed to be the 
only commanders of the ship; only they sometimes 
came from the cabin with orders so sudden and with 
such finality, that after all it was plain they indeed 
commanded at Ahab’s discretion and under his 
guidance. Yes, their supreme lord and dictator was 
there, though hitherto unseen by any eyes not 
permitted to penetrate into the now sacred retreat of 
the cabin.  

Every time I came on deck, I instantly gazed aft to 
see if a strange face was visible; trying to lay eyes for 



 

 

the first time on the unknown captain became almost 
an obsession. This was strangely heightened at times 
by the ragged Elijah’s diabolical incoherent rantings 
recurring to me, with an anxiety I was not expecting. 
I tried to will the thoughts of his words away, but 
could not withstand them, and so tried to smile them 
away as the whimsical words of a madman, but 
whatever it was I was feeling, it left me 
apprehensiveness and uneasy, to say that in hindsight 
he almost made sense.  

The mates, though, the hunters and the great body 
of the crew, were a far more barbaric, heathenish, 
and motley set than even any of the criminals of my 
previous experiences had made me acquainted with, 
and yet they gave me no feeling but comfort as they 
accepted me as one of them; they were on my side. 
Standing above and leading the group showed the 
worth of the three chief officers of the ship, the 
mates, which with minimum force took any colorless 
misgivings and reduced them to induce confidence 
and cheerfulness in every presentment of the voyage. 
Three better, more likely sea-officers and men, each 
in his own different way, could not readily be found, 
and they were every one of them Americans; a 
Nantucketer, a Vineyarder, a Cape man. We started 
with a bitter cold wind, but heading south, we left 
that behind and found it warming day by day, if not 
hour-by-hour. One morning with a fair wind, the 
ship was rushing through the air with an aggressive 
sort of rocking and rapidity. As I made way to the 
deck at the end of the day’s first meal, so soon as I 



 

 

turned my eyes towards the cabin, foreboding shivers 
ran over me. Reality outran apprehension; Captain 
Ahab stood upon his quarterdeck.  

There seemed no sign of common bodily illness 
about him, nor of the recovery from any. He looked 
like a man cut away from the heat-treated hardwood 
heart; he was compacted aged robustness. His whole 
high, broad form seemed made of solid oak; ancient, 
powerful, unmovable, with a confidence derived 
from the slow growth that brought him to be as he 
was. Threading its way out from among his grey 
hairs, and continuing right down one side of his 
tawny scorched face and neck, till it disappeared in 
his clothing, you saw a slender rod-like mark, lividly 
whitish. It resembled that perpendicular seam 
sometimes made in the straight, lofty trunk of a great 
tree, when the lightning strikes high and streaks 
down it, and without wrenching a single twig, peels 
and grooves out the bark from top to bottom, before 
running off into the soil, leaving the tree still greenly 
alive, but branded. Whether that mark was born with 
him, or whether it was the scar left by some 
desperate wound, no one could certainly say. By 
some unwritten and unspoken consent, throughout 
the voyage little or no acknowledgement was made to 
it, especially by the mates. Only once did a former 
sailor comment on Ahab being branded by lightning 
while serving as first mate some years ago, but was 
shut down by another who pointed out that until the 
prior day the man had never laid eye upon wild 
Ahab, and warned him of speaking with authority on 



 

 

things he did not know. Nevertheless, it fit for me, 
and I had no doubt that if ever one could see the 
man laid out as he was born, absent all coverings, the 
white mark would be found all the way to his heel. 
The other side of his face, more accurately the other 
half of his body, was scarred in a manner that was 
unmistakably the mark of fire. The skin was red, and 
tight, and uneven. So powerfully did the full grim 
makeup of Ahab affect me, that for the first few 
moments I failed to note the barbaric white leg upon 
which he partly stood. It had previously come to me 
that this ivory leg had been fashioned from the 
polished bone of the sperm whale’s jaw; making him 
whole with the remnant of a great beast he had 
previously conquered. It was also said that his 
ambition was to fashion a replacement from the 
bones of the beast whom he lost the real leg to.   

I was struck with the singular posture he 
maintained. Upon the Pequod’s quarterdeck, in a 
precise location, giving him sight over the entirety of 
the ships topside, and a good view horizon to 
horizon, there was hole, bored near half an inch or so 
into the plank. I was told it was worn there from 
Ahab’s persistence in taking that very spot, but the 
conflicting rumor was that it was bored there on his 
order. Either way, his bone leg steadied in that hole 
and Captain Ahab stood erect, looking out over all he 
commanded, and the wild country he inspired to 
make his domain. There was an infinity of firmest 
fortitude, a determinate, unbending willfulness, in the 
fixed and fearless, forward dedication of that glance. 



 

 

Not a word he spoke, nor did his officers speak to 
him, though by all their body language and 
expressions they plainly showed the uneasy, if not 
painful, consciousness of being under a troubled 
master’s eye. Not only that, but the brooding Ahab 
stood before them with a seriousness, a darkness, 
deeper than the crease above his brow, like the 
carrier of some unearthly and incomprehensible woe. 

Before long, from his first visit into the fresh 
southern air, he withdrew into his cabin. After that 
morning, however, he was every day visible to the 
crew; either standing in his pivot hole, or heavily 
walking the deck with a rhythmic thump, eerie in 
some way, so that it made your hair stand on end. As 
the sky grew less gloomy; indeed, began to grow 
consistently pleasant, he became still less and less a 
recluse; as if, when the ship had sailed from home, 
nothing but the dead wintry bleakness of the sky had 
then kept him so secluded. By and by, it came to 
pass, that he was almost continually on the 
quarterdeck, but, as yet, for all that he said, all that he 
did, seemed as unnecessary there as an empty mast. It 
should be said, though, that the Pequod was only 
making a routine passage now and a working course 
had not been set. All tasks needing supervision the 
mates were fully competent to attend to, so that there 
was little or nothing to employ or excite Ahab, now.  

Nevertheless, before long, the warmth came, and 
the persuasiveness of the pleasant weather seemed 
gradually to thaw him from his mood. Even far north 
of New Amsterdam, when April and May thaw the 



 

 

wintry, misanthropic woods; even the barest, most 
stubborn, most thunder-cloven old oak will at least 
send forth some few green sprouts. So Ahab did, in 
the end, at least a little respond to the better mood of 
the air, and the better mood of his crew. More than 
once did he put forth the faintest look, as the crew 
sang to the rhythm of their work, which, in any other 
man, would have soon flowered out into a smile. 
 

 
-ENTER AHAB; TO HIM STUBB- 
 

Days past and we found ourselves in ever warmer 
weather as our course took us further south. We 
would not turn west until Georgia, and there we 
would enter the ranging lands of the bison. We 
would continue west through Alabama, Mississippi, 
and Arkansas, until we reached Texas. From Texas 
we would start turning towards the north gradually so 
that we would leave Texas at its northern most point. 
We would then be in the Great Plains most densely 
populated with bison, and also in the territory of the 
Indians. As we begin to head back north, spring 
should be upon us and the weather hospitable. We 
would stay north with the great western mountains 
until we entered the Missouri Territory, and continue 
into the region known as the Dakotas. Finally, we 
would turn back east and slightly south through 
Minnesota, Iowa, and Illinois before setting a straight 
course home. 

As previously said, with the increasingly warm 



 

 

weather came an increasingly active Captain Ahab. It 
came to a point that he was on the planks more often 
than in his cabin, living in the open air late into the 
night when at this time of the year it still chilled 
considerably. Now that he had emerged, he seemed 
to mostly avoid his cabin, foreboding going back 
even to rest. “Feels like going down to my tomb, for 
an old captain like me,” I heard him mutter. 

The captain of any ship, no doubt, has the run of 
the deck anytime they please, and no sailor would 
question their work hours or night habits, but Ahab, 
with his partially prosthetic leg, caused a knocking on 
the planks that rang good and well into the sleeping 
quarters of the men below with each step. Although 
most seemed to be able to bear it with little ill effect 
on their sleep, Stubb, the old second mate, could not. 
He came from below one night, visibly exhausted 
and annoyed, redness rimming his eyes, and asked 
Ahab if he was open to a fitting to soften the sound 
of his pacing. 

“Need quiet time do you, Stubb? Should I give the 
order to whisper and tiptoe after dark. The dog has 
no say in the business of his master. Back below with 
you, to your confines. Come now, down, dog, and 
kennel!” 

Ahab’s outburst and scornfulness took Stubbs by 
surprise, and for a moment he was speechless. 
Gathering himself, he then said to Ahab, “I am not 
used to being spoken to that way, sir, and I do not 
like it.” 

“Stop, Stubb! You’re exhausting,” Ahab said 



 

 

through gritted teeth, turning his back on Stubb to 
move away, but also in a manner that told Stubbs he 
was done with him. 

“No, sir! We are not done. I will not tamely be 
called a dog.” 

“Then be called ten times a donkey and a mule, 
and an ass, and be gone, or I’ll see your last breath.” 

As he said this, Ahab flashed towards Stubb 
violently, seeming to grow with such overbearing 
rage that Stubb involuntarily retreated.  

As Stubb descended below deck he reprimanded 
himself for taking such disrespect, muttering, “Never 
before have I been so disrespected. I should go back 
and strike him, I should say. No, no, maybe I should 
pray for him, although I’m not a praying man, but I 
see something wrong in him, something like the flash 
of a musket in his eyes. Is there madness in him? 
There must be something on his mind, something 
weighing so heavy that he avoids lying in bed for fear 
it would suffocate him. Three hours in a full day, if it 
was totaled up, that he’s not walking the deck, and in 
those three hours, three feverish hours I’m told. 
Whatever the fire was that burned his outside seems 
it still burns inside. I do say, every man should have 
the right to a good night’s sleep, and that has no 
doubt been taken from him. He seems to be a man 
of riddles, though, with the way he locked himself 
up. Also, he’s always going to the hold and seemingly 
keeping some company down there. Some of the 
other men report hearing him talk, although they 
can’t’ for sure say they hear anyone talk back, how 



 

 

strange. Madness, I worry. Still, did he not call me a 
dog and worse? Wasn’t it ten times a donkey, and a 
pile of jackasses? He was set to attack me, I think! 
Blazes, how do I put up with it going forward? Best 
to the hammock, I guess, and see how my mind 
works on it after a night’s sleep. 

 
 
-THE PIPE- 
 

After Stubb went below, Ahab stood leaning over 
the railing, looking down into the darkness below for 
some time. They were far from any towns or cities, 
and the moonless sky offered no light. He called to 
the sailor on watch to fetch him his stool and pipe. 
His stool was made from the horns of a bison, and 
his pipe looked to be carved of a horn as well. He 
took a seat next to one of the many lanterns that lit 
the deck of the ship at night, and used it to stoke his 
pipe.  

He sat on his tripod built from the fallen brutes, 
his back straight and shoulders high. He was the 
unchallenged king of the deck, lord of the sky, and 
master hunter of the great American buffalo. No 
doubt, at times Ahab was a vision of grandeur, 
almost royalty, although perhaps mixed with an 
underlying mania. 

He sat smoking, at first slowly, then adding more 
tobacco; he took toke after toke with barely a breath 
in between. He began to grow visibly irritated, until 
finally he stood and shouted, “Where now is my 



 

 

enjoyment? What’s the point of this cursed leaf if not 
to soothe?”  

Ahab kicked his stool with his peg leg out of 
frustration, then turned and looked over the rail 
again, once more casually puffing on the pipe. After a 
few minutes passed, he suddenly and aggressively 
threw the pipe over the side of the ship. For a short 
time the lit bowl could be seen, a small red dot 
tumbling into the darkness. He resumed pacing the 
deck, back and forth.  

 
 
-QUEEN MAB- 
 

That night was an odd one aboard the Pequod. 
Dark dreams seemed to infest the ship like the 
plague, with no man spared. The men shared them 
with one another while they munched biscuits and 
sausage, and each that was in a foul mood due to 
their interrupted sleep found their moods growing 
only fouler as they heard the dreams of another. 
Some began to speak of bad omens and questioning 
if they had signed onto some sort of cursed vessel. 
Berta came to the center of the mess hall and banged 
a pot loudly until everyone was silent. 

“I wonder if any here are well read, huh? Any here 
that has experienced Shakespeare and remember the 
words he gave to Mercutio? Your dreams, pah! What 
value is there in dreams?” She then recited the 
following, at first speaking in a softer mocking tone, 
but becoming more intense with each line until she 



 

 

was nearly shouting: 
 
"O, then, I see Queen Mab hath been with you.  
She is the fairies' midwife, and she comes  
In shape no bigger than an agate-stone  
On the fore-finger of an alderman,  
Drawn with a team of little atomies  
Athwart men's noses as they lies asleep;  
Her wagon-spokes made of long spinners' legs, 
The cover of the wings of grasshoppers,  
The traces of the smallest spider's web,  
The collars of the moonshine's wat'ry beams,  
Her whip of cricket's bone; the lash of film;  
Her waggoner a small grey-coated gnat,  
Not half so big as a round little worm  
Pricked from the lazy finger of a maid: 
Her chariot is an empty hazelnut  
Made by the joiner squirrel or old grub, 
Time out o’ mind the fairies’ coachmakers.  
And in this state she gallops night by night  
Through lovers’ brains,  
and then they dream of love; 
O’er courtiers’ knees,  
that dream on court'sies straight, 
O’er lawyers’ fingers,  
who straight dream on fees, 
O’er ladies' lips,  
who straight on kisses dream,  
Which oft the angry Mab with blisters plagues,  
Because their breaths with sweetmeats tainted are:  
Sometime she gallops o’er a courtier's nose,  



 

 

And then dreams he of smelling out a suit;  
And sometime comes she with a tithe-pig's tail  
Tickling a parson's nose as a’ lies asleep,  
Then dreams, he of another benefice:  
Sometime she driveth o’er a soldier's neck, 
And then dreams he of cutting foreign throats,  
Of breaches, ambuscadoes, Spanish blades,  
Of healths five-fathom deep; and then anon  
Drums in his ear, at which he starts and wakes, 
And being thus frighted swears a prayer or two 
And sleeps again. This is that very Mab  
That plaits the manes of horses in the night, 
And bakes the elflocks in foul sluttish hairs,  
Which once untangled, much misfortune bodes:  
This is the hag, when maids lie on their backs,  
That presses them and learns them first to bear,  
Making them women of good carriage:  
This is she—" 
 
Some of the men, the ones who indeed had read 

Shakespeare, applauded and whistled; they then spent 
some time explaining it to the others. Berta had 
succeeded in breaking the foul mood in all except 
one.  

“I tell you, King-Post, my dream was not 
nonsense,” said Stubb to Flask. 

“What was it?” asked Flask. 
“Ahab sat upon a cloud, raining lightning down 

below like Zeus himself. At first, he targeted the 
bison, until he grew tired of that slaughter, then he 
turned his attention to the people, to us. We dropped 



 

 

to our knees and didn’t fight, because we had decided 
it was an honor to be struck down by him. He is a 
man well above us, Flask. Don’t get in his way, don’t 
speak to him. Just let him be and do his bidding.” 

They heard shouting from the deck. It was Ahab. 
They hurried to see what was happening, and what 
his orders were. 

“Bison below! Bison below, men! We are here. 
Have yourselves ready, when we come over them it 
will be the end of your lazy days! And keep your eyes 
to the sky, you watchmen; a dark figure above the 
clouds, a shadow in the night, empty your lungs at a 
glimpse of it or better that it be your last breath than 
face my rage. Do not miss it, I say, for my nemesis 
may reach far to fill his void, from the great white 
north to even here, in the territory of the great 
southern herd.” 

Starbucks looked to Stubb, “What do you make of 
that, a shadow in the sky? A strange man he be, 
Stubb. The shadow is over his mind, I tell you, but 
quiet now, he comes this way.” 

  
 

-CETOLOGY- 
 

As I mentioned before, it was common for the 
men on the Pequod to have a background in whaling, 
and so whaling was a common conversation. I once 
overheard them debating what it was that made a 
whale a whale. Starbucks, I think it was, ended up 
producing a book on the subject that some of the 



 

 

men gathered around, educating themselves in 
cetology, as they called it. One then asked about the 
cetology of the buffalo. 

At that time, I didn’t know much of anything 
about cetology or buffalo, in my later years I have 
learned at least a respectable amount. Let me first say 
that cetology deals only with whales, and the study of 
the American buffalo would be named something 
different, perhaps bovinology, where it would be 
grouped with cattle and sheep. I think it is worth 
noting as well that the American buffalo is not 
actually a buffalo, but a bison. Buffalo are an animal 
of the African continent.  

The American bison is a physical brute. It is the 
largest terrestrial animal found in the whole 
Americas, with broad, high shoulders and enormous 
horned heads. Their cloven hooves bear a weight 
near two thousand pounds for an adult bull. Dark 
brown hair covers their body, long and shaggy 
around the head and neck. They dominate this side 
of the world, with herds that span from horizon to 
horizon, and range from Pennsylvania past Texas and 
into Mexico, up through the Russian territory and 
back through Rupertsland. 

What of the other "beast" was sure to become a 
point of discussion during our journey. Already the 
crew whispered about it, the presence of Ahab 
making it a more frequent topic, his scars and leg 
being hard to ignore, especially with the legend that 
went along with them. Legend was what it was 
becoming, too, day by day the story becoming more 



 

 

embellished. The crew was divided right down the 
middle, those who believed and those who did not, 
although those who did not held their protests to the 
stories, instead listening with respect and holding 
their comments. They waited and wondered if Ahab 
would weigh in on the subject. They never spoke 
there disbelief, as it felt it would be an insult to the 
man, and to the proprietors of the ship who hired 
him in confidence. Still the question lingered in the 
air, what of the beast, what of the dragon? 

There are stories of a dragon like creature in every 
culture, going back to the beginning of time. Already 
we know of the biblical reference, the great fire 
breathing scaled beast of Job, but the legend is deep 
and widespread. The word ‘dragon’ didn’t take hold 
until the thirteenth century. It has its roots in the 
Latin word draconem, which means ‘huge serpent’. 
Across all peoples the stories of dragons are woven 
onto their respective religions and mythology. 

The Greeks called them drakons, and told us of 
Ladon, the giant serpent like beast that wrapped 
around the golden apple producing tree in the garden 
of the Hesperides. He was the monstrous offspring 
of the sea goddess Ceto and said to have one 
hundred heads. Heracles eleventh labor would put 
him at odds with the dragon, after he was tasked to 
retrieve the golden apples. There are multiple 
versions of the story, one where Heracles tricks Atlas 
into getting the apples for him, and there is no 
mention of the dragons fate, and one where Heracles 
retrieves the apples himself, slaying the dragon with 



 

 

is bow. 
The Vikings depicted them as giant sea serpents, 

drawing their lairs and territories into their maps. The 
most famous was perhaps Jormungandr, translated 
literally as ‘great beast’. He was said to be the 
offspring of a giantess and the great trickster god 
Loki. Jormungandr was an enormous sea serpent that 
roamed the oceans of earth and Midgard, hassling the 
gods and mortals alike. It was the great protector of 
mankind, the god of lightning and thunder Thor 
himself, who would be his nemesis. Thor would 
defeat the dragon, only to die himself nine steps later, 
the great serpent’s venom being too much even for 
him. 

From the Old English we get the tale of Beowulf, 
slayer of the monster Grendel, who in his later life 
was king of his people. When he found his realm 
terrorized by a dragon, he raised a small army and 
took arms against the beast. His men fled at the sight 
of it, leaving only Beowulf and the brave Wiglaf to 
battle the mighty serpent. They followed the dragon 
into its lair in Earnaness, where a great battle ensued. 
Beowulf and Wiglaf eventually slayed the beast, but 
Beowulf was mortally injured.  

In medieval times comes the story of St. George 
and the dragon. The city of Silene in Libya was under 
siege by a dragon with poisonous breath. It made its 
home in a local lake, but daily it would embark on a 
search for food, poisoning the countryside and laying 
waste to whole herds of sheep. In an attempt to 
appease the beast hunger and keep it from leaving its 



 

 

watery home, the people began to give it offerings. 
At first they brought livestock, but soon escalated to 
human sacrifices selected through a lottery. When the 
lot fell to the Kings daughter, he was distraught and 
inconsolable. He offered all of his gold and silver to 
the family that would give a child as a replacement, 
but none would take the deal. So, the princess was 
sent out to the lake and awaited the dragon to take 
his meal. By chance, Saint George was passing 
through and came to the edge of the lake. The 
princess tried to send him away, but learning of her 
fate, Saint George refused and vowed to defend her. 
When the dragon did come, Saint George asked for 
protection from our Lord and charged at it upon his 
horse, running it through with his lance. He took the 
princess and the wounded dragon into the city and 
called on the people to take Christ into their hearts. 
Upon their acceptance, he pinned the beast to the 
ground with his spear and took its head with his 
sword. 

How can we look at the dragon scientifically? 
What can we derive from these stories, if we were to 
take them as fact, or at least that they have roots in 
reality, perhaps embellished over time, or twisted to 
fit whatever moral the teller was trying to impress on 
his listeners. What commonalities can we see, what 
correlations strong enough to draw conclusions? If 
the dragon is real, it seems to be a sort of lizard, long 
in body and neck so that it resembles a legged or 
winged serpent. They live in isolation, often in places 
difficult for men to approach, such as caves, 



 

 

mountains, or in the seas or lakes. Sometimes they 
are given the ability to fly, sometimes not. Also, some 
seem to be venomous and some have the wondrous 
ability to produce flames. The last two points make 
me wonder if there isn’t more to it all, that merely 
calling them all dragons isn’t over simplification, like 
calling anything that grazes a cow. Or are the 
differences a clue to the falsity of the stories? Ahab’s 
dragon was a fierce thing to imagine; a giant serpent 
like lizard capable of flight and breathing fire, with 
the intelligence to take on men. I shuddered at the 
thought that it could exist. Maybe his story belongs 
here with all the others, but I will save it for now. For 
now the question is left to linger, could it be? Could 
there truly be giant serpents hidden in the dark places 
of our world, with powers seeming almost divine?  
 
 
-THE SPECKSYNDER- 
 

Concerning the officers of the craft, this seems as 
good a place as any to set down a little peculiarity 
onboard, arising from the existence of the hunter 
class of officers, a class unknown in any marine 
vessel. The closest comparison would perhaps be the 
Specksynder harpooner, of olden day whalers.  

The large importance attached to the harpooner’s 
vocation was evinced by the fact, that originally in 
the old Dutch Fishery, two centuries and more ago, 
the command of a whale ship was not wholly lodged 
in the person now called the captain, but was divided 



 

 

between him and an officer called the Specksynder. 
Literally this word means fat-cutter; usage, however, 
in time made it equivalent to Chief Harpooner. In 
those days, the captain’s authority was restricted to 
the navigation and general management of the vessel; 
while over the whale-hunting department and all its 
concerns, the Specksynder or Chief Harpooner 
reigned supreme. In the British Greenland Fishery, 
under the corrupted title of Specksioneer, this Old 
Dutch official is still retained, but his former dignity 
is sadly abridged. At present he ranks simply as 
Senior Harpooner; and as such, is but one of the 
captain’s more inferior subalterns. The hunter of the 
modern day airship is somewhere in between, being it 
the officers on the ship that also hold the spots as 
chief hunters. They share not in the command of the 
ship, but hold authority over all the men but the 
captain. 

Now, the grand distinction drawn between officer 
and crew is this—the first lives aft, the last forward. 
Hence, in all forms of ships alike, the mates have 
their quarters with the captain, in the idea to more 
easily communicate, and to make a distinct class 
separation. 
 

 
-THE CABIN-TABLE- 
 

It became a task of mine that past noon I would 
locate Ahab and announce the final preparations for 
dinner; who, as he routinely did, would have been 



 

 

taking an observation of the sun; and would be 
mutely reckoning the latitude. From his complete 
inattention to the tidings, you would think that 
moody Ahab had not heard the announcement. Then 
suddenly, he would conclude his task and swing 
himself to the deck. In an even, unexhilarated voice, 
he would call to his first-mate, “Dinner, Mr. 
Starbuck,” then disappear into the cabin. 

When the last echo of his captain’s step has died 
away, and Starbuck had every reason to suppose that 
he was seated, then Starbuck rose from his station, 
took a few turns along the planks, and, after a 
concerned glance to the approaching sky, would say, 
with some touch of pleasantness, “Dinner, Mr. 
Stubb,” and made his way to the cabin.  

The second mate lounged about his work awhile, 
and then proceeded with his own walk of the deck 
before he likewise took up the old burden, and with a 
rapid “Dinner, Mr. Flask,” followed after his 
predecessors. 

The third mate, when he saw himself alone as 
commander on the quarter-deck, seemed to feel 
relieved from some curious restraint; for, he would 
tip all sorts of knowing winks in all sorts of 
directions, and kicking off his shoes, he would 
produce a gallon of rum from thin air and nearly run 
the deck of the ship passing the jug and taking a 
share himself until it was empty. Still, before he 
stepped into the cabin doorway below, he paused, 
put on a new face altogether, and then, independent, 
hilarious little Flask entered Captain Ahab’s presence, 



 

 

in the character of the most respectful and dutiful 
servant. 

Over his ivory-inlaid table, Ahab presided like a 
mute, maned sea-lion on the white coral beach, 
surrounded by his warlike but still deferential cubs. 
In his own proper turn, each officer waited to be 
served. They were as little children before Ahab; and 
yet, in Ahab, there seemed not to lurk the smallest 
social arrogance. With one mind, their intent eyes all 
fastened upon the old man’s knife, as he carved the 
chief dish before him. I do not suppose that for the 
world they would have profaned that moment with 
the slightest observation, even upon so neutral a 
topic as the weather. When reaching out his knife 
and fork, between which the slice of beef was locked, 
Ahab thereby motioned Starbuck’s plate towards 
him, the mate received his meat as though receiving 
alms; and cut it tenderly; and a little started if, 
perchance, the knife grazed against the plate; and 
chewed it noiselessly; and swallowed it, not without 
circumspection. These cabin meals were somehow 
solemn meals, eaten in awful silence; and yet at table 
old Ahab forbade not conversation; but his own 
closed lip was mirrored by each man. In the cabin 
was no companionship; socially, Ahab was 
inaccessible.  
 
 
-THE MAST-HEAD- 
 

Despite the differences, the terminology of a 



 

 

typical seafaring ship was transferred to the Pequod. 
Although the ship had no mast, the side-belly of the 
ship had two lookout stations, a room big enough for 
only one person to be on a seat that swiveled in all 
directions, that had windows all around to include 
one at the watchers feet, and it was positioned in an 
angled manner that the watchmen could see all the 
ground, the sky, and the horizon in one direction, 
and most of opposite direction as well. The lookout 
station on a normal ship would be called the mast-
head, and so was this room. 

For the typical American Whaler, the masthead 
would be manned almost simultaneously with the 
vessel leaving the port, despite a long journey to 
reach the actual hunting grounds. So it would be, also 
on the journey home, keeping the watch manned 
until the ship is secure in the docks, all to ensure not 
to relinquish the hope of taking one more whale. 
Every man on board who was not an officer would 
take rounds at the watch, manning the station for 
two hours at a time. 

It was also so with the Pequod, but I think more 
out of the former whalers who were the officers 
inflexibility than for any practical purpose. I did hear 
say once it was for the discipline of the crew. I can’t 
help but feel that discipline was not achieved in the 
manner they had hoped, if it truly was the intent of 
the practice. I know for sure that before we reached 
the grounds of the bison herds that more than one 
man spent his night watch sleeping and his day watch 
dreaming, and after we reached our hunting grounds 



 

 

I would dare say at least one was still somewhat 
negligent in the duty.  

 Being honest with myself, I too was negligent 
when duty called me. I didn’t sleep, and didn’t day 
dream in the manner that I lost all focus on what 
surrounded me, but instead was in absolute awe of all 
I could see, and spent my time taking in as much as I 
could, and relishing in the sense of flying. If I had 
been the one to spot the southern herd, I may have 
failed to sound the call due to my emersion in the 
experience, and my complete loss of remembering 
my purpose. Is it in the minds of the ship builders, 
and at the guidance of the experienced captains then, 
that more than one mast-head it fitted onto a vessel, 
so as to make up for the errant minds of their regular 
crewman? 

The mast-head became my favorite spot on the 
ship, and I would search out extra duty there. Many 
of the men saw it as a burden, and so a sideways 
glance and confusion were common when I offered 
so often to take another’s place. Perhaps it was also 
furthering my neglect to take away one who may 
have been more attentive to the mission. In the end, 
though, no harm was done by my habits. 

On the lookout I found everything I was hoping 
for. What an oddity, though, that on the land all I did 
was look to the clouds, lost in them, that I looked to 
the stars, entranced by them, how odd, then, that in 
finding a way to be with them, to take my place with 
them, that I look mostly down, and the land I could 
find no enjoyment being a part of gave me such 



 

 

enjoyment now to watch over it.  
 
 
-THE QUARTERDECK- 
 

It was not long after the affair of the pipe, that 
one morning shortly after breakfast Ahab made his 
way to the deck. Soon his steady, ivory stride could 
be heard thumping back and forth, as he paced his 
old rounds, upon planks so familiar to his tread that 
they were all over dented with the peculiar mark of 
his walk. If you caught a long look, too, upon that 
ribbed and dented brow; there also, you would see 
still stranger footprints, the footprints of his one 
unsleeping, ever pacing thought, his obsession. 

On this particular morning, those dents looked 
deeper, even as his nervous step that morning left a 
deeper mark. So deep in his thought was Ahab, that 
at every turn that he made, you could almost see that 
thought turn in him as he turned, and pace in him as 
he paced; so completely possessing him, indeed, that 
it all but seemed the inward mold of every outer 
movement. 

“Do you see that man, Flask?” whispered Stubb; 
“the deep worry of his thoughts has a sharp beak 
pecking away at his shell. Won’t stay in there, I say. 
It’ll soon be out.” 

The hours wore on until it drew near the close of 
day. Suddenly he came to a halt, looking around like 
it was the first time he noticed the day, and then 
slowly made his way to his spot on the quarterdeck, 



 

 

and inserting his bone leg into the auger-hole there. 
He ordered Starbuck to send everybody aft. 

“Sir!” said the first mate, astonished at an order 
seldom or never given except in some extraordinary 
case. 

“Send everybody aft,” repeated Ahab. “Mast-
heads, too! Up from the watch!” 

When the entire ship’s company were assembled, 
and with curious and not wholly unapprehensive 
faces, were eyeing him, for he looked not unlike the 
weather horizon when a storm is coming up, Ahab 
darted his eyes among the crew, and started his 
message, lifting his graveled voice to carry clearly to 
each man, with a tone deep, dark, and full of 
purpose. 

“What do ye do when ye see a buffalo, men?” 
“Call out for him!” was the impulsive response 

from a score of voices. 
“Good!” cried Ahab, with a wild approval in his 

tones, observing the hearty animation into which his 
unexpected question had so magnetically thrown 
them. 

“And what do ye next, men?” 
“Lower away, and after him!” 
“And what tune is it ye work to, men?” 
“A thousand dead to send me home!” 
More and more strangely and fiercely glad and 

approving, grew the countenance of the old man at 
every shout; while the crewmembers began to gaze 
curiously at each other, as if marveling how it was 
that they themselves became so excited at such 



 

 

seemingly purposeless questions. The energy 
continued as Ahab, now leaving his peg hole, with 
one hand reached into his pocket and produced a 
large and shimmering gold coin, and addressed them 
thus: 

“Aye, but what of another beast? What if your 
eyes laid upon something you never seen before, 
something you never thought to behold? Look, d’ye 
see this Spanish ounce of gold?’” He held up the 
broad bright coin to the sun, “it is a sixteen dollar 
piece, men. D’ye see it? Starbuck, a hammer, bring it 
to me!” 

While the mate was getting the hammer, Ahab, 
without speaking, was slowly rubbing the gold piece 
against the skirts of his jacket, as if to heighten its 
luster. Without using any words, he was meanwhile 
lowly humming to himself, producing a sound so 
strangely muffled and inarticulate that it seemed the 
mechanical humming of the wheels of his vitality in 
him. 

Receiving the hammer from Starbuck, he 
advanced towards the center of the ship and the 
bracings of the main balloon. With the hammer 
uplifted in one hand, exhibiting the gold with the 
other, and with a high raised voice exclaiming: 
‘Whosoever of ye makes the first call for the great 
beast of the north, whosoever can keep their nerve 
and manage to strike, whosoever has the will to go 
face to face with a demon, who can look upon a great 
monster and take fight to him, whosoever can make 
the dragon bleed, for each work a man does against 



 

 

Dakota Black, he shall have a gold ounce, my boys!’ 
The crew cheered with great excitement, 

emphasized with a joyful shout for each swing during 
the act of nailing the gold piece to the bracings. 

“It’s a dragon, I say,” resumed Ahab, as he threw 
down the hammer, “an honest to God fire breathing 
dragon. Skin your eyes for him, men; look sharp to 
the dark skies; if ye see but a shadow, sing out.’ 

 “Captain Ahab,” said Starbuck, who, with Stubb 
and Flask, had thus far been eyeing his superior with 
increasing surprise, but at last seemed struck with a 
thought which somewhat explained all the wonder. 
“Captain Ahab, I have heard of Dakota Black, but as 
an Indian fairy tale, a legend. Rumor has it, though, 
that some claim… are you saying its real? A great 
dragon to the north scarred you this way, took off 
thy leg?” 

“Who told thee that?” cried Ahab; then pausing, 
“Aye, Starbuck; aye, listen, all round; it was Dakota 
Black that dismasted me; Dakota Black burned me, 
left me blistered and bleeding. Aye, aye,” he shouted 
with a terrific, loud, animal sob, “Aye, aye! It was that 
accursed dragon that scarred me and maimed me so; 
made me a limping cripple and a poor sight to see!’ 
Then tossing both arms up, and looking up as if 
addressing the heavens, he shouted out, “and I’ll 
chase him to hell and back before I give him up. This 
is what ye have shipped for, men! We hunt that 
dragon across the plains, over the mountains, into 
the clouds, and wherever else needed. We’ll hunt him 
till he coughs blood and not flames, till his scales are 



 

 

cracked and his mighty heart pierced. What say ye, 
men, will ye swear on it, now? I think ye do look 
brave.’ 

“Aye, aye!” shouted the crew, running closer to 
the excited old man. Flask shouted above all, “A 
sharp eye for the great dragon; death to Dakota 
Black!” 

“God bless ye,” he seemed to half sob and half 
shout. “God bless ye, men. Pip!” Ahab called to his 
cabin boy, “go get my rum, my personal stock,” he 
turned his attention back to the men, and eyed his 
first mate, “what’s this long face about, Mr. Starbuck; 
will you not hunt the dragon? Are you not game for 
Dakota Black?” 

“I am game for the jaws of any beast, and for the 
jaws of death too, Captain Ahab, if it fairly comes in 
the way of the business we follow; but I came here to 
hunt buffalo, not my commander’s vengeance. How 
many hides will your vengeance yield, even if you 
succeed, Captain Ahab? Our wasted time chasing 
your story does not sell for much on the market, I 
am sure.” 

“The market! Ha! Come closer, Starbuck; let me 
tell you the truth of it. Is money to be the measurer, 
man? All the accountants that compute all the 
guineas of the world have never computed this. What 
if a scale is the price of ten hides? What if its blood 
outprices the deepest indigo ink? What if its fire is 
produced by some great jewel in its chest? Well, and 
what if not? I say damn the money and damn the 
market! The worth can’t be measured, other than to 



 

 

say that my vengeance will fetch a great premium 
HERE!” 

“He pounds his chest,” whispered Stubb, “what’s 
that for? I feel it rings most vast, but hollow.” 

“Vengeance on a dumb brute!” cried Starbuck, “or 
worse yet, on a fantasy? If it be, than it be a beast 
that simply smote thee from blindest instinct! 
Madness! To be enraged with a dumb thing, Captain 
Ahab, seems blasphemous.” 

“Do not dare speak to me of fantasy. Is my 
scarred face a fantasy to you? Is my stump leg a 
fantasy? You insult me. Watch it, Starbuck; I would 
strike the sun if it insulted me!  I can pardon you only 
because I am already full, Starbuck, already tasked 
with hate. Oh, how it tasks me. That inscrutable 
beast is chiefly what I hate, and I will wreak that hate 
upon him. Moreover, talk not to me of blasphemy, 
man. Man lords over creation, but who is over me? 
Untethered from the field, it is only I! I lead, and if 
my hate tasks me, it tasks you as well. I see my heat 
has brought your temperature up to a glowing anger, 
but look, Starbuck, what is said in heat, that thing 
unsays itself. I meant not to incense thee. Let it go. 
The ship’s work will be done, but so will mine. Look 
at them all, they have already agreed, my task is their 
task; and you cannot oppose me now, without all out 
rebellion.” 

“God keep me!—keep us all!” murmured 
Starbuck, lowly. 

Pip returned with the captain’s private stock of 
rum, and Ahab gave him a good pat on the shoulder 



 

 

as he came close to a smile. 
“Drink and pass!” he cried, handing the full jug to 

the nearest man. “Round with it, round! Well done; 
almost drained. That way it went, this way it comes. 
Hand it back to me, good and hollow! Bring up a 
barrel now, everyone can have their fill! 

“Attend now, my braves. I have mustered ye all 
round. Advance, ye mates! Hand to shoulder on the 
one next to you, everyone. Well done! Let me in 
too.” So saying, with extended arm, he grasped a 
man’s shoulder and glancing intently from Starbuck 
to Stubb, from Stubb to Flask. It seemed as though, 
by some nameless, interior volition, he would fain 
have shocked into them the same fiery emotion 
accumulated within him. The three mates quailed 
before his strong, sustained, and mystic aspect. Stubb 
and Flask looked sideways from him; the honest eye 
of Starbuck fell downright. 

“Call it out now, men, swear it! When it is done, 
than drink and swear some more, that you will bring 
yourself against my enemy, that he is now our 
common enemy! Swear it! Death to Dakota Black! 
God hunt us all, if we do not hunt Dakota Black to 
his death!” The men called out their agreement, with 
riled cheers. Starbuck paled, turned away, and 
shivered. The crew took to the barrel of rum, and 
Ahab retired within his cabin. 

 
 
 
 



 

 

-SUNSET- 
 

Ahab sat alone in the cabin, gazing out of the 
stern window, lost in his thoughts:  

“Trouble follows me, and as I chart my course 
through this cursed life, I seem to trample those 
around me like a bull tramples grass in a field. I leave 
them bent to my will. Aye, they may recover, but 
then, they may not. 

I see the horizon, there, the clouds blush like wine 
as the sun casts its last light over the land. Soon the 
sky will darken and the Southern Cross will appear, 
which was our guide until this point of the journey. 
Now we turn to the setting sun. How appropriate 
that each night I stared at you, crux, knowing that 
when I take my break to the west I will pick up my 
burden and drag it to my place of the skull. Will it be 
the place of my death? Or, am I already dead, in a 
way, and is what I seek resurrection? Or, if not 
resurrection, maybe just finality?  Even if I fought 
with rage and passion, even if I turned my back on it 
and ordered a change of course, I cannot escape fate, 
cannot leave the path laid before me. I would arrive 
where I am supposed to be at the time I am 
supposed to be there, so I go willingly. Aye, it will be 
madness for sure in their eyes. Mad am I? Mad will 
they say? Madness personified would I be, if I tried 
to break free of this burden. Damned and cursed! Be 
gone with you light, for you no longer lighten me. Be 
gone with you warmth, my coldness you cannot 
touch. What is that on the horizon, would it be called 



 

 

beauty? What is it to me? Good night, be gone! 
Indeed, I think it true; I died a long time ago. I am 

now only like a cogged circle of fire-hardened steel; I 
have been fitted, and now I turn. This is not life, its 
motion. Oh, but I have will. The flames burned away 
my spirit but left their heat. I have will, and what I 
will, I see it done. What I will others, I see it done. 
My heat radiates and presses on all around me.  

I carry my burden now, until the end. A prophesy 
told I would be burned and dismembered, and here I 
am scarred and without a leg. So now I see it to the 
end, and I declare my own prophesy! I will hold the 
burning heart of my dismemberer in my scarred 
hands and it will turn to ash with me! So be it that I 
am the subject of one prophet, but now I will be the 
prophet and the fulfiller! Come you who want to 
stop this bull, you cannot. I laugh at you. Lay down 
your body in front of this path and be run over and 
trampled! I’ve been knocked down, but I am up 
again, and now it is set in steel, now it is finished. 
Can they not see? The end has already been written, 
they just haven’t read it yet. 

So, they’ll call it madness. I am demoniac, touched 
by fire, but not mad. Madness is chaos. I am a 
finished part of this world. I have been fitted, and so 
now I turn.” 
 
 
-DUSK- 
 

Starbuck was on the deck, leaning against a rail. 



 

 

He stared out over the shadowed land as the brief 
time known as dusk settled in: 

“Oh God! I’ve been overrun! Where is my reason, 
where is my voice to cry foul? To death this man 
goes, this horrible old man who be scarred so deep it 
goes through his skin and into his very soul, if he still 
has one. He aims to be dust, and dust he will be if 
there is truth to this all; he’ll be black ash in the wind. 
Why, oh why then do I feel that I must help him to 
it, that I am driven like sheep by their shepherd? Is 
that you, oh Lord, who has me by your hook? I think 
not. I know you not, and so now am I blind to who 
has sewn my fate? I see clearly one thing though, I 
see my miserable place, my duty as an officer – to 
obey and yet rebel, to hate and yet pity. I am torn in 
two with only one hope, the hope that this is all a 
fantasy, that we hunt and collect hides of these beasts 
that I know and am comfortable with, and God 
protect us, a wedge is driven between this man and 
us.  

Oh God, drive that wedge. That these men, these 
heathens so willingly prepared to follow, that they 
surround me is beyond me. This dragon may not be 
their god, but he is there idol! He is their obsession 
and dark longing. They wish to see it! They call on a 
demon, and I rue the day that he comes answering. 
Life has turned to horror with this dark Ahab, the 
future holds nothing but fear. Stand by me courage, 
and maybe I can find influence, though I seem to feel 
it won’t matter. Where is my promise of tomorrow? 
Where is my hope? Each day brings us closer to the 



 

 

end. Oh, how I fear the future now.” 
 

-FIRST NIGHT-WATCH- 
 

Stubb leaned on the starboard rails, a good 
measure of rum in hand, almost finished. He 
chuckled and laughed outright as he thought to 
himself:  

“Ha! ha! ha! ha! hem! clear my throat!—I’ve been 
thinking over it ever since, and that it, laughter is the 
final consequence. Why so? Because a laugh’s the 
wisest, easiest answer to all that’s strange in this 
world! When one’s comfort has left them, unfailing 
comfort it is, to just laugh. I heard not all his talk 
with Starbuck; but to my poor eye Starbuck then 
looked something as I the other evening felt. Be sure 
that Old Thunder has fixed him, too. I guessed it, 
knew it; if I had the gift I might readily have 
prophesied it, as soon as I saw him. Those two are 
on the opposite sides of a compass. Well, Stubb, wise 
Stubb, that’s my title to me, Stubb, what of it, Stubb? 
Here’s a truth. I know not all that may be coming, 
but be it what it will; I’ll go to it laughing. Any can 
leer and lurch and think all is horrible! I feel funny. I 
feel like everything is okay, and it always is. I feel like 
singing- 

 
We’ll drink to-night with hearts as light, 
To love, as gay and fleeting 
As bubbles that swim, on the beaker’s brim, 
And break on the lips while meeting. 



 

 

 
Now, I hear Starbuck calling. Of course I’ll 

answer, he is my superior rank. Maybe I’ll bring a 
laugh with me, and if he won’t have it, well, I’ll just 
keep it myself! Ha! 

 
 

-MIDNIGHT, FORECASTLE- 
 

The rum flowed and the men sang. They sang an 
old sea shanty, as I guess that the airships had not yet 
been in business long enough to earn their own 
songs. They sang: 

 
What you're gunna do with a drunken sailor? 
What you're gunna do with a drunken sailor? 
What you're gunna do with a drunken sailor? 
Early in the morning! 
Hooray and up she rises 
Hooray and up she rises 
Hooray and up she rises 
Earl-eye in the morning! 
Put him on a boat until he's sober 
Put him on a boat until he's sober 
Put him on a boat until he's sober 
Early in the morning! 
Hooray and up she rises 
Hooray and up she rises 
Hooray and up she rises 
Earl-eye in the morning! 
Shave his belly with a rusty razor 



 

 

Shave his belly with a rusty razor 
Shave his belly with a rusty razor 
Early in the morning! 
Hooray and up she rises 
Hooray and up she rises 
Hooray and up she rises 
Earl-eye in the morning! 
That's what we do with a…  

 
I left them and made my way back to the galley. 

The ship seemed to sway a bit more than usual, but it 
may have just been the rum. 

 
 

-DAKOTA BLACK- 
 

When our captain rallied the crew, when he stood 
before us and asked for our allegiance, I was one of 
them shouting, one of them welding together my 
purpose with his and all shouting with me. I was 
caught up in the passion of it, in the mix of emotion 
and rage against a common enemy. When Ahab left 
us, and the drinking stopped, and I returned to the 
galley, and the adrenaline stopped pumping through 
my veins, I felt a sense of dread, deep dread, to my 
soul. Ahab’s dark feud was now mine. It was then 
that I learned some of the crew that flew with us had 
also flown with Ahab when he was maimed. They 
had stilled their tongues, it seems, at the orders of 
Captain Peleg, for fear he would not be able to raise a 
properly functioning crew if the story became well 



 

 

known. With Ahab declaring our mission, it seemed 
the terms of their silence no longer applied, and so 
they began to share their recollections freely. With 
greedy ears, I learned the history of that murderous 
monster against whom I, and all the others, had 
taken our oaths of violence and revenge.  

Some spoke of the legends that accompanied the 
beast. The Pequod was on its seventh voyage when I 
was part of the crew. The previous six had followed 
roughly the same path. One of the men, a former 
merchant marine from Cape Cod, told me of their 
first experience with the dragon: 

“When the vessel landed to collect our hunt's 
yield, the captain and officers would sometimes 
disembark to interact and trade with the local natives. 
It was during those brief trading missions that we 
first heard mention of the dragon. It was the Dakota 
Tribe that gave the first warning. They told us of a 
wakinyan, a thunder being, that had awoke to the 
north. They said to stay away, that if we didn’t 
believe to just look and we would see signs of its 
activity. We had a hard time with translation, but they 
were telling us of black on the ground, or black spots 
in the grass. Something about black spots in the 
clouds, too. Black, everything black. We joked about 
it at first. We thought they were trying to scare us 
away from their hunting grounds. One time our cook 
burned the bread, and we all said the Dakota’s black 
had gotten it. Well, we were actually closer than we 
knew to what the tribe warned us about. Shortly after 
that we came upon one of the bison herds, north of 



 

 

the Arkansas territory I think, all of them dead. 
Burned, and all the land around them to. I remember 
as we approached, the horizon just looked black for 
miles. We flew right towards it and over top of it, and 
the land was scorched like I never seen before. The 
dirt was black, black stumps of trees poked up here 
and there, and the bodies, thousands  of them, all 
across the prairie, just humps of charred meat. The 
Dakota Black got ‘em, someone said when all was 
quiet. From then on, that’s what we called the 
dragon. Dakota Black. Captain Ahab said it was all 
nonsense. He’d go into a rage about the natives and 
their myths, said we were no better than school 
children to believe such fairy tales.”  

Another of our crew traveled west routinely from 
Pennsylvania to trade with the Illini. He had heard of 
the dragon’s presence some years ago, but put no 
value in it until his last duty on the Pequod: 

“The old chief warned me to not go any further 
west that summer, said that the piasa was moving.  I 
asked him what it was, and what he explained 
sounded like a dragon to me. I asked him how come 
none of us white folk had seen it yet, and he said it 
isn’t always there, said it sleeps for a thousand years, 
sometimes. I asked him, well how could something 
sleep for a thousand years, no food and water and 
such. This old chief I was talking to, he says the 
thing’ll eat a year’s worth of food a day for a 
thousand days. This thing is immortal, you see, can’t 
die, so time don’t mean much to it. He said it would 
eat me because I don’t know how to not be seen, that 



 

 

I’m so clumsy a traveler that his people knew I was 
coming as soon as I left, then he laughed. I laughed 
to, and thought the whole thing was a joke. I wish it 
was.” 

Then, at last I heard the story of what happened 
to Ahab, from a young steward who said he was 
there. 

“We were in the northern Missouri territory, the 
place some call the Dakotas. We had gone further 
west than originally planned, so the mountains were 
actually in view for most of our trip north. The 
mountains then crossed our path, smaller ones, and 
Captain Ahab decided that would be where we 
started heading back east. The land up there, it’s 
different than any I know of, rocks jutting out of the 
ground, pointing to the sky like fingers and canyons 
like spider webs with colored walls. At dusk, it’s even 
a bit eerie.  

As we came out of those rocky formations and 
into the plains, we came across a good-sized herd. It 
was getting dark, and a storm was moving in too, real 
cloudy that night. The captain ordered us to keep 
with the herd, wanted us to come down low so we 
could see them through the night. Funny how they 
can move. We lost one, once. A small herd of a few 
hundred, found them at night. We touched down on 
a hill just a little ways away from them, and anchored 
until first light. In the morning they were gone. We 
tried to track them, but they just seemed to 
disappear. I said they could move faster than you’d 
think, but those ones, I think I know what happened 



 

 

to them, now that I’m thinking about it again. They 
were hunted, alright, just not by us.  

Well, anyways, so he didn’t want us to anchor this 
time, so we came down low and just stayed right 
behind them. We started getting thunder and 
lightning, it was in the clouds, you ever seen that? 
The clouds were just kinda lighting up and rumbling. 
Some of the men said they saw something, when the 
clouds were lit up by the lightning, they saw 
something in the clouds, moving through and above 
them. A dark shape. Captain Ahab told them to keep 
their eyes out of the clouds and do their job, 
watching the bison.  

I need to stop there and go back some, I just have 
something I got to tell. You see, by now in our 
journey, we came to a couple burned out spots. 
Sometimes there was lines of burning ground 
crisscrossing each other, and sometimes it was just all 
black, everything burned. Captain Ahab was sure the 
natives were doing it.  He told us that some of the 
tribes used fire to hunt, because the bison were 
scared of it and wouldn’t run through it. They would 
set fires in a U and wait at the open end to slaughter 
the animals as they tried to escape, then just let the 
fire burn out, and that was what we were seeing. He 
said they planted the idea of the dragon in our heads 
to scare us away, because we were encroaching on 
their hunting grounds. They had already been pushed 
west, and us being there scared them, so they wanted 
to scare us back. 

Some of the officers backed up the captain’s 



 

 

explanation, said they had seen it before. We were 
obliged to believe them, and so cursing out the 
natives became a thing. We all bad mouthed them 
and blamed things on them. We decided they were 
liars and tricksters. As you know, we get paid by a 
percentage cut of this here ships profit, so we started 
to see it as they were stealing from us, burning the 
bison hides and all, it was malicious. We were having 
a bad trip, just at maybe a little over half of what we 
expected to get by that time. So we came up on one 
herd, and uh…” 

His voice became shaky, like he was fighting back 
tears. He swallowed hard, took a couple breaths and 
continued. 

“This herd… It wasn’t really a herd, it was a break 
off from the main herd, cause uh… it was already 
being hunted, uh…  

He stopped again, gathering himself. 
“So, there was natives down there, you know, 

that’s what they do is break some off and isolate 
them. Our hunters, some of them, not all of them, 
but you see, nobody stopped them either, so…” 

Now he was crying. He turned away and used his 
shirt to wipe the tears from his face. I sat frozen, 
horrified as I anticipated what he was about to tell 
me. 

“We… They, they opened fire with the muskets. 
On everything, if you get my point. Death from 
above. We, uh… we were laughing. Oh, God, we 
were laughing while they did it. We thought they 
deserved it. Ahab came out of his cabin in a rage, 



 

 

grabbed one of the muskets from a hunter and struck 
him between the eyes with the butt of the gun. Told 
them all, he said they would never hunt on the 
Pequod again. Still, though, he had us touch down 
and gather the bison hides. He told us to leave the 
bodies of the… uh… leave the people.” 

He sat silent after the confession. I wasn’t sure if 
he was waiting for some sort of reaction from me. I 
didn’t know how to react. Some of the people of the 
east coast, ones of European lineage, had a tendency 
to downgrade the humanity of the aboriginal people. 
I was not one of them. The only thing that kept me 
in his company, that kept me from rejecting him 
completely and ending our conversation there, was 
the fact that he did not pull the trigger. Even still, 
maybe that was an excuse to myself, a pardon I was 
willing to give as a quid pro quo so that I could hear 
the rest, so I could hear what happened to Ahab. 
How often is a person willing to lower their moral 
standards if the return is deemed desirable? Sinful, we 
are. Sinful from birth. I sat with my hand over my 
mouth, looking at the floor and nothing in particular. 
At least a full minute passed before he continued. 

“So, we came up on that herd, the one at night 
during the lightning storm… 

You know, I don’t feel good about what 
happened. I’m not a murderer, and I think them 
hunters got what they deserved. You’ll see, just let 
me tell you, they got what they deserved. 

So, that night the watchmen kept seeing 
something up in the clouds. When they were relieved 



 

 

of their post, they started telling us up top about it, 
and soon everyone was looking out to see if they 
could catch a glimpse of it, trying to be 
inconspicuous as possible so not to rile up Ahab. 
Well, we started seeing it, and soon even Ahab was 
watching the skies. I remember everything getting 
real quiet and real dark. The lightning stopped, the 
thunder stopped. The bison were not moving or 
grunting, and everyone was just still and quiet.  

It changed from that stillness and quietness to 
absolute chaos in the blink of an eye. He slammed 
into us from above, and was pushing us fast to the 
ground. I was like hell just busted loose all at once. 
All of a sudden it was raining, a total downpour, and 
the lightning was crashing all around us, the thunder 
just kept going on and on, rumbling like a freight 
train. The wind was so strong that the rain was 
coming down sideways. We were dropping fast, and 
we slammed into the ground hard, we were all getting 
thrown around pretty good as we fell, and when we 
hit the ground it slammed us to the deck. It was 
rough, a lot of us were injured with bruises at the 
least, some broke bones and busted heads too. A 
couple men down below, we didn’t see them again.   

Well, after slamming us down, that thing, that 
great beast, he went out after the bison. We started 
floating up again. Somehow the ship held up for the 
most part, no damage to the balloon at least. The 
belly was smashed up, big hole in it. We must of lost 
those couple shipmates that way, but the main deck 
could still support us. The engines were down, so we 



 

 

were just floating, and the wind was making us spin 
and rock. The bison were panicking too, running in 
all directions in total chaos. Through it all, Ahab was 
the only one calm. He managed to get some of us 
working, get us to listen to his orders. He had us 
relieve the main balloon, so we started to come 
down, and throw the anchors over. By some act of 
God, our chief engineer got the steam engines going 
during all this mess, and Ahab turned us into the 
wind. Point being, he got control of the ship 
somehow and set us down.  

I had thrown around and busted my ribs against 
the railing. I hurt bad, but I managed to pull myself 
up and look out over the plains. I still have 
nightmares. How could something like that exist? I 
mean, it’s just a monster, a real life monster.” 

“So you saw him, Dakota Black? You actually saw 
the dragon?” I asked. 

“Yeah, I saw him,” he almost whispered back, I 
could see the fear in his eyes. 

“What did he look like?”  
“He’s bigger than our ship, close to twice the size. 

I can’t tell you what color he is, he’s dark, except his 
belly and wings are lighter, like a drab yellowish color 
on the belly and wings maybe, and a dark greyish 
green everywhere else? In the dark it was hard to tell. 
I feel dumb trying to explain him. I don’t have the 
words. He is all scales and teeth and wings and fire. 
That thing was the most terrible, awe inspiring, 
fearful thing I ever saw and ever will see. 

He laid waste to the land. He put fire to 



 

 

everything around the bison, pushed them all 
together, and then burned them as well. He landed 
and devoured them, tearing them in great big chunks 
and swallowing them, eating a whole bison, those 
great mammoths of the plains, he would eat a whole 
one in a matter of seconds, and as he was eating 
them, he positioned himself so he could see us. He 
would grab one, and tear and eat, and then stare at 
us. We could read his thoughts. We were next.  

It stopped raining, but the ship was too damaged 
to take back up in the winds, and refilling the main 
balloon would take some time as well. Captain Ahab 
called for all hands to arm themselves. We move 
frantically to get all the weapons and ammo from the 
armory. We managed to have every musket loaded, 
and there was enough for one to a man. We took 
positions at the rails of the ship and waited. Ahab 
took measure of the men, and could see some of 
them shaking and cowering. He changed plans, and 
grabbed a group of the hunters, including every 
hunter that had fired on the natives like I told you 
before. He had them each sling two guns over their 
back, and carry one. They disembarked, Ahab in the 
lead, and started moving towards the beast. That 
man, Ahab, he’s something more than the rest of us. 
He seems like just a man, just a ship captain, but he 
isn’t. What kind of man walks towards something like 
that? And you can’t help but follow him, you know? 
The hunters, they would stop, and start to turn back. 
Ahab would grab them and, I couldn’t hear what he 
said, but I could see the look on his face, it was a 



 

 

look of rage and determination, and he would get 
them walking with him again. I think Ahab right then 
and there hated the beast, before what happened, he 
hated it. It wasn’t supposed to be real, but it was and 
that made Ahab wrong about it, and wrong about the 
natives, and maybe he felt some responsibility for 
what happened, not to mention that it was killing and 
eating our merchandise, and that it had attacked his 
ship.  

So, he marched out to meet it. About halfway 
there the dragon took notice. He lifted himself up on 
his hind legs and let out a roar mightier than a 
thousand lions, mightier than a thousand times a 
thousand lions. One of the hunters, he turned and 
started running, back towards the ship. You could 
see that it brought attention to him; you could see 
the dragon notice him specifically. Dakota Black took 
to the sky, with a powerful jump and just two flaps of 
his wings he closed the distance, so fast he was. He 
went right over top of Ahab and the other hunter’s 
heads, and landed right between them and the 
Pequod. That hunter, the one that stopped, he tried 
to turn on his heels again, tried to head in another 
direction, but he slipped and fell. His musket went 
flying in the other direction of his body.  

I want you to understand something here. It was 
dark, overcast dark that night. The only reason,” his 
voice was shaking, along with his hands, which he 
wrenched together to try to steady them, “the only 
reason I could see what was happening was by the 
light of the fire, HIS fire, dragon fire. It was like 



 

 

being thrown into the pits of hell, being there that 
night. I just can’t imagine taking the place of that 
man, on the ground with that, that devil towering 
over him, cause if we were in hell, well, Dakota Black 
was Satan. He might damn well be, too. He stared 
down at the hunter for a few seconds, not moving. It 
was like he wanted to let the fullness of fear set in. 
The other men, they started shooting, and they 
weren’t missing, no way. Too big of a target to miss, 
but the dragon didn’t even look at them, just kept 
staring at the downed hunter. Then, it took a big 
breath in, you could see it expand, and it just… uh… 
Oh God, what a sight, it just… there was nothing 
left. Just blackness, like a burned out fire pit. Just 
black ash. Then he turned towards the others and 
started moving towards them. Ahab rushed at him, I 
don’t even know what he was thinking, but he rushed 
right at him with a knife flashing in his hand. The 
dragon seemed almost surprised too, ‘cause it just 
watched him, just let him come right up to its belly. 
Now, I couldn’t see it, but I know from hearing it 
later that Captain Ahab stuck that knife right in its 
belly, and I saw the dragon react. It let out a howl, 
but not of pain, more of rage. It just grabbed Ahab 
right up in its mouth, by his leg, and shook him side 
to side, crunching that leg right off and sending Ahab 
flying back towards the other men, where he landed 
in a heap. They all turned to run, but the dragon took 
another one of these big breaths and just burned 
them all, burned them right up. Ahab lay off to the 
side, and didn’t catch the full force of the flames. His 



 

 

side that was closest to those hunters, though, it was 
charred up badly. You see the scars, now. Don’t 
know how he survived it. The dragon, after he did 
away with the group of hunters, he turned towards 
us, gave us a good look like he was thinking about 
whether we were worth his time, and he must have 
decided not, cause he spread his wings and flew 
away. When he was back in the sky, back up above 
the clouds, there was a couple more of those 
lightning flashes that allowed us to see his shape, his 
darkness, moving away, and then he was gone. It 
started to rain again, real heavy. 

When they picked the captain up, we did think he 
was dead, but no, he was breathing. They took him 
to his cabin and did what they could with his leg. 
When he woke up, he was in a rage like none of us 
had ever seen before. It was as if his torn body and 
gashed soul bled into one another, and so interfused, 
made him mad. He was a raving lunatic, I tell you, 
and even with the unlimbed leg, he had strength to 
choke the life out of a man, and seemingly the will to 
do it. We had him tied, arms together, and then 
strapped to his bed as well. He raved and raved; 
sometimes screaming the words of Revelation until 
his voice disappeared and he passed out, then he 
would wake and do it again. It wasn’t until we came 
to the Great Lakes of Michigan, and turned south as 
to go around them, that the delirium left him. We 
undid his bindings, and he actually came out of his 
cabin, looking pale and deathly, but giving calm 
orders and navigating us back to Nantucket.”   



 

 

After the young man finished his story, I spent 
some time alone thinking on it. I came to believe 
that, even with his direful madness now gone; even 
then, Ahab, in his hidden self, raved on. Human 
madness is oftentimes a cunning and most feline 
thing. When you think it fled, it may have but 
become transfigured into some still subtler form. 
Ahab’s full lunacy subsided not, but deeply 
contracted; and not one jot of his great natural 
intellect had perished. What was wild and 
uncontrolled now became a precision instrument. 
His lunacy corrupted his general sanity, and focused 
it, and turned all its concentrated force upon its own 
mad mark; so that far from having lost his strength, 
Ahab, to that one end, did now possess a thousand 
fold more potency than ever he had sanely brought 
to bear upon any one reasonable object.  

Now, in his heart, Ahab had some glimpse of this, 
he knew his manner sane, but his motive mad. 
Without power to change, he likewise knew that he 
had dissembled from the rest of mankind, but that 
thing of his dissembling was only subject to his 
perceptibility. When with ivory leg he returned to 
Nantucket, no person thought him otherwise than 
but naturally grieved from the terrible casualty which 
had overtaken him. But, be all this as it may, certain it 
is, that with the mad secret of his unabated rage 
bolted up and keyed in him, Ahab had consciously 
sailed upon the present voyage with the one only and 
all-engrossing purpose of hunting the dragon. Had 
any one of his old acquaintances on shore but half 



 

 

dreamed of what was lurking in him then, how soon 
would their aghast and righteous souls have 
wrenched the ship from such a fiendish man! They 
were bent on profitable cruises, the profit to be 
counted down in dollars from the mint. He was 
intent on an audacious, immitigable, and supernatural 
revenge.  
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