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      I clenched my fist and took a deep breath. I could not turn back now. After all I had gone through, I had to face my fear no matter the cost. Exhaling slowly, I shook both my hands at my side and instinctively adjusted the wrap around my chest.

      “Boy, watch where you go!” A middle-aged man, dressed in his best finery, swung his walking stick at me and hit me on the back of my leg.

      I winced and moved out of the way, adjusting the knapsack slung over my shoulder. I pulled my cap over my eyes and turned away from the man, hiding the tears in my eyes. If I could not take a slap from a stick, then I might as well turn around, give up, and return home to my mother. But the thought of her spurred me on. I could still see her pained expression. The silent way she cried herself to sleep each night, cursing the sea and its siren-like charm.

      No more. I would do what no man had done in my family, and I would see my mother smile again. I made up my mind not to turn back and headed down the street, avoiding the people who had exited the church across the street. All in their pretty dresses and clean suits, I bet they were headed to brunch with a side of sweets to top off their morning. I would not be recognized, but I lowered my head as I passed them on the street, as any teenage boy would do.

      Up ahead I could see my destination was only a few more shops down the street. I hurried along and avoided any eye contact with people on the street. Bits of my disheveled hair peeked out from underneath my cap, and the mud stains on the back of my shirt made me look worse for wear. I needed a good bath and a warm plate of food, but I could have both later.

      I read the sign hanging out over the inn and knew that I had arrived. Now I would know if the information I had been given was true and if I would find him here. My heart beat fast, and I crossed the threshold before I lost my courage and wanted to turn back. Inside, a few patrons sat in shadowed tables in the far corner of the room. Behind the bar, a solitary man worked on stocking plates back onto a shelf. The door slammed shut behind me and I jumped. The man behind the bar turned around.

      “What is your business, boy?” His frown was still visible through his unkempt beard, and his long, curly hair was pulled back in a ponytail. Still in his prime, he moved with precision while he worked, and through his loose shirt, I could see the strength in his arms. He had strong hands, but I could not see if he had the telltale tattoo I sought on his upper left arm. His shirt covered the skin there. “Ho, stop staring and speak your business or leave this place.”

      “I have a message for Ishmael.” I crossed the room and stood at the bar. A door to the kitchen swung open, and an older man carried a bowl of soup to a table hidden half in shadow. The smell of clam chowder wafted by me, and my mouth watered. I had my last solid meal more than a day ago as I did not count the stale bread I had earlier this morning.

      “What’s your message?” He had stopped his work and faced me, placing his hands palm down on the bar.

      I lowered my voice, leaned toward him, and said, “I can only give the message to him.”

      “Then go ahead.” He rolled up his sleeves, and I caught a glimpse of ink on his upper left arm. A gruesome outline of a whale with the body left white as his skin.

      “You’re him!” The words came out before I could catch myself, and I stuttered with what to say next.

      “Yes, everyone knows that. Stop your yammering and follow me.” Before I could embarrass myself more, Ishmael came out from behind the bar and motioned for me to follow him. We went into a back room, and he shut the door behind us. An oil lantern lit the small room, and he sat at his desk. With no other chair in the room, I stood in front of him with my arms crossed before me. “What do you have for me?”

      After weeks of searching, I had lost my tongue. The words would not come out. I took my cap off, shook my hair out, and said in my normal voice, “I need your help to find my brother.”

      His eyes went wide. “You’re a girl.” He crossed his arms across his chest and saw me in a new light.

      “Yes, my name’s Morgan.” I offered him my hand, but he didn’t take it. “You served with my father on the Pequod.” He stood up to leave, but I put out my hand to block him. “Please, I need your help.”

      “Whatever your troubles are, they’ll be none of mine. I want nothing to do with any of that.”

      He went to push past me, but I stood my ground. I braced my legs and used my training to use his force against him, putting him off balance into a pile of boxes. Caught off guard, he stumbled into the wall, knocking over a box. “I’ve searched too long to turn back now. Damn my father and his crazed obsession with the white whale, but I will not let my brother’s life be lost as well. Please!”

      He straightened himself up and brought himself up to his full height. “I’ve suffered long enough with that story, and it’s time for me to let that part of my life go. Years have passed and now it’s time for me to get back to work.”

      I took a step back and lowered my arm. “If I were you, I’d want to turn my back too. I understand. The stories and rumors that have come back to our family on my father’s death were unwholesome and have tarnished our family’s name. My father’s memory has become a warning to all whalers and their kin.” I faced him full on and would not back down. “But you already know this. Just like my brother, the curse still affects you too, doesn’t it?”

      Ishmael said not a word, but the surprised expression on his face spoke volumes to me.

      I pointed at him and said, “My brother is caught up with the curse as well. It called him in his sleep, he had dreams of whales and finally went off to sea like my father, searching for a mysterious island with the promise of mythical treasure. I told him that he had to fight it, but the call was too strong for him. You know what I speak of, don’t you?”

      He faced me then, and I could see his fear in his eyes. “Yes, I know of what you speak.”

      “Then come with me to end it all and help me get my brother back.”

      He scratched the back of his head, and I could see the beginnings of his hair prematurely turning to gray. I surmised that he had only five years more than me. “I cannot come with you.” He shook his head and covered his face with his callused hand. “I promised myself that I would leave it all behind. The madness, the unending quest and the depravity of it all. I barely survived, and though years later, I still bare marks of the journey. I cannot go. Please, leave me now so that I can get on with my life.”

      “I wish that I could get on with my life like you, but my father is dead, and my brother is now chasing after some crazy dream of finding treasure on a lost island. And my mother is at home mad with grief.” I slung my knapsack back onto my shoulder and turned to go. “I truly wish that I could let this all go, but the whales still call for my family, and I will see it stop. I will end the curse no matter if I need to go on my own.” I went to leave the room as quickly as I could.

      “Wait!” He caught my arm and tried to stop me. “Please, do not go like this. You do not know for what you search. The island of nightmares will consume you like it did your father.”

      “Is that what you call it? A place of nightmares?” I pulled away from him. “Well, that will have to do then. I see that I’ve wasted my time on you and lost weeks looking for the Ishmael of old, but instead I found a shell of a man. I’ll leave you now so that you can back to stacking up your dishes.”

      He let go of my arm, and I headed back to the bar. When I arrived, I noticed that all the patrons had cleared out of the room. In their place, three men blocked the entrance to the exit. Two large and burly men, with their arms crossed over their chests, stood on either side of a thinner man. They had the appearance of hired henchmen ready to do the unsavory task of breaking bones. The third man wore the clothes of a gentleman, but from the looks of him, he was anything but.

      Tall, thin, and a bit too pale, the man tipped his hat to me. “Good afternoon, dear boy. It looks like I’ve finally caught up with you.”

      “What do you want with me?” I held tight to my knapsack.

      Ishmael came out from the back room, read the room with quickness, and went behind the bar. I had hoped he would stand behind me but he did not. Instead, he faced the three men, ignored my question to them, and asked, “Clarence, back so soon? Did you not believe me when I said that I couldn’t help you?” He looked to the two henchmen guarding the door and asked, “Would you gentleman like a drink?”

      Clarence picked at his teeth with the nail on his pinky finger. His blond hair caught a ray of sun from a window, and he somehow appeared even more seedier in the light of day. “Looks like I came back just in time. If you can’t help us, then we’ll take the boy and be on our way. Maybe he’ll give me the map that I want.”

      “I’m not coming with you.” The words left my mouth before I could stop them. My heart beat fast, and I wanted to run, but they still blocked the door.

      “No need to get so dramatic. Just tell me what you know about the island your father discovered before he went missing, and we’ll be on our way.” He put out his hand and smiled. He had yellow teeth with receded gums, making him look like a jackal ready to pounce.

      Ishmael placed two glasses on the bar and poured some whiskey in it. “There's no need to get all agitated so early on a Sunday afternoon. Come on, have a drink and all of this can be solved without any trouble.” He turned toward me and asked, “Right?”

      “I’m willing to listen to reason.” I moved closer to the bar but to the end farthest from the door.

      “Good.” Ishmael slid the drink closer to Clarence. “Let’s all settle down, and we can come to an agreement.”

      Clarence took his hat off and slicked back his hair with his hand. “Like always, you’re a reasonable man.” He walked over to the bar and put the drink in his hand.

      His two henchmen stayed by the door and did not take their eyes off me. I had hoped to run, but I could not get past them. I needed to wait and see what Ishmael had planned.

      “I do not wish to get involved in a business dispute between the two of you, and I hope that this can be solved without much of a problem.” Ishmael looked to Clarence and asked, “Do you just want information from the boy or a map to the fabled island? Is that it?”

      Ignoring Ishmael’s questions, Clarence fired back the drink all in one shot and then pounded the bar with his hand. “Excellent.” He grimaced and shook his head as the whiskey burned down his throat. Taking a few moments to clear his throat, Clarence replied, “Like I said, the boy’s father was rumored to know the location of an island that had some items of interest for me. His father promised to give me a map before he died, but alas, he drowned fighting the white whale.”

      “That’s not true. My father never would have given a map to him. He lies!” I put both my hands on the strap to the knapsack to keep it safe by me.

      Ishmael turned toward me, and if someone could exude fire from his eyes, he would have done that. His fierce gaze silenced me, and then he turned back to Clarence. “If the boy gives you the knapsack, you’ll be on your way with your men?”

      “No, I won’t give it up to him!” I clutched the bag close against me.

      Clarence ignored my outburst and addressed Ishmael. “On my word as a gentleman.”

      The one brute, closer to me, smiled, and I could see he waited only to be given the word to pounce on me. I would be flattened and turned into a plaything for him and his friend once they realized I was a girl. And I would have none of that. I had come too far and would see my brother home safe.

      Ishmael nodded and put out his hand. “Then, as gentlemen, let us shake on it.”

      Clarence paused for a moment, expecting a trap, but he had set himself up for the agreement. He took Ishmael’s hand and regretted it immediately.

      Using all the force he could muster, Ishmael crushed Clarence’s hand, and with his left hand, he pulled a pistol out from beneath the bar and held it to Clarence’s head. “You two, if you want to see your friend’s head remain intact, then I ask you to politely leave the inn.”

      Clarence fell forward and his body crashed against the bar. “Listen to him. Go!” Both men hesitated until he waved them away with his free hand. “I said go!”

      Without turning around, they backed out the front door, and on their leaving, it slammed shut behind them.

      Ishmael crushed Clarence’s right hand, and I could hear bones cracking. He pulled Clarence toward him and kept his pistol in place against Clarence’s ear. “Now you don’t want to make any sudden movements because I might get jumpy, and I don’t think that would be too good for you.”

      “If you’re going to kill me, just do it.” Clarence clenched his teeth and bit back a scream as Ishmael squeezed his hand harder.

      “I’m no murderer,” Ishmael replied.

      “Then if I get away, I will never stop chasing after you. I will hunt you to the ends of the earth for what you’ve done today.” Clarence struggled to look Ishmael in the eye and said, “We had a gentleman’s agreement.”

      Ishmael smiled back at him and pushed him to the floor. “Neither of us are gentleman.” He turned to me. “Go back to my room now. I’ll be there in a moment. Be ready.”

      I watched him leap over the bar and point the gun at Clarence’s heart. There would be no time for me to stay and watch, but part of me wanted to do just that. I exited the room and took one last look back. Ishmael grabbed Clarence by his neck. “You crossed the wrong path today. You shouldn’t have come back here.”

      “Do you think that I didn’t talk to people before I came here?” Clarence sneered at Ishmael. “No matter what you do to me, they’ll hunt you down. You’ll never be free.”

      Ishmael shook Clarence hard, flattening him to the ground, and aimed the pistol at his heart. “If you come after us, I will kill you next time.” He pulled the trigger and Clarence flinched. It took him a few seconds to realize he had not been shot. In his pants, a dark, wet spot began to form by his groin. “Remember that.” With a powerful swat from his hand, he cracked Clarence on the side of the head with his pistol and knocked him senseless to the floor. Without taking a pause, he turned to run, and I knew I had to go.

      Soon more men would be back to come get us. I rushed into the back room and searched for a door but found none. Ishmael came in right behind me, locked the door,  and jumped up on his desk. He reached up and pushed up at the ceiling, and a false ceiling popped away.

      “Leave the map.” He ripped the knapsack off my shoulder.

      “No, I need it and don’t want to give it to them!”

      Ishmael threw the knapsack onto his desk. “It just might stop them from chasing us.”

      “I can’t…”

      He ripped open his shirt and pointed to a tattoo on his chest. “I have the map. Now come on, get up there now!” He pulled me up on his desk and handed me the lowest rung of a rope ladder from the ceiling. “Go, go!”

      “Thank you.” I squeezed his hand and looked him in the eye. I could see his concern there. Maybe he would help me find my brother now. We would see.

      “We have to go up through the roof, and we’ll cross over to the end of the block and climb down that way. We don’t have much time.” He pushed me up through the ceiling, and I climbed as fast as I could.

      He came behind me and, once at the top, unlocked the ladder so no one could follow us. The attic we stood in was dark with only bits of light streaming in from tiny gaps between the bricks. I could hear a horse and carriage outside and the normal bustle of Sunday afternoon traffic. It seemed no commotion waited for us outside.

      “This way.” Ishmael crossed the attic on a board and bent low to not hit any of the beams above us. I followed his lead, and at the far wall, he stopped and ran his hands against the bricks until he found a latch and opened a door to the next building. Once through the doorway, he climbed up a set of stairs to the roof, and we walked toward the end of the block. “Stay in the middle of the roof. No one will notice us if we stay in the middle. We’re almost there.”

      I glanced behind me, but no one followed us. Ahead the last building loomed. and Ishmael sped up to a fire escape. He started to climb down first and at the bottom waited for me. I jumped the last few steps, and he put out his hand. “Come on, I’ll help you down.”

      “No.” I jumped down, hitting the ground hard, but stood up on my own and dusted off my knees.

      We headed off down the next block together but quickly switched streets to avoid anyone who might try to follow us. “I don’t look much like a young sailor, do I?”

      “I’ve seen others greener than you.” He crossed his large arms across his chest as he walked and eyed me up. “You’ll have a lot to learn on the sea, and there aren’t many captains I know who will take on a girl as crew.”

      “I am unlike any girl you’ve ever met.” I stood to my full height and clenched my fists at my side.

      “I’m sure you are.” He uncrossed his arms and lowered his voice. “But no man or woman should ever go back to the island of nightmares. It’s named that for a reason.”

      “I have to go find my brother and bring him home. I owe it to my mother and to my father’s memory. I have to try.”

      “I’ll head off to sea, and you’re going to give me that picture of your brother that you’re carrying in your shirt so that I can find him for you and bring him back.” He turned down another block and headed toward another inn I had checked a few days ago.

      “How did you know…” I touched the photograph underneath my shirt.

      “I have an eye for observation, and I caught a peek at it when we first met.” He glanced around to make certain we were alone.

      Regaining my courage, I held the photo back. “No, I have to go with you. I’m not getting stuck here when you risk everything to bring him back.”

      He stopped on the street and pulled me off to the side. An older man glanced at us warily, but when he saw we weren’t about to fight, he went on his way.

      “If you want my help, then here’s my deal. I go alone and you go back to your mother. I’ll find your brother and bring him back safely.” He put out his hand for me to shake. “Do we have a deal?”

      I hesitated a moment and handed him my brother’s photo. “Yes, we do.”

      “Then let’s go inside and stay low for a bit. I’ll work the arrangements out with my friend here, and then you’ll be on your way.” He led the way into a tavern, and I followed him.

      He thought he had beaten me, but I was a good liar. He just didn’t know that—yet.
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        * * *

      

      Nathan stared out at the sea, looking for a whale sign. Large, puffy clouds hung low in the sky, and sunlight streamed through them. Soon daylight would be gone, and he would climb back down, have his meal, and go to sleep, dreaming of the beast. Ever since he had lost his father, the nightmares had come to him, sometimes in intense blasts of violence and blood, while at other times, more subdued and measured, but still there, all the same.

      The sea, and its call, was in Nathan’s blood, and he knew his sister and mother would never understand. A whistle from down below jostled him from his revere.

      “You coming down anytime soon?” the oarsman called up. “Mealtime is only minutes away.”

      Nathan glanced down the foremast and waved. “Yeah, I’ll head down soon. I’m hungry. Do you know if…” Off to the port side, he saw the sign, clear as day, and when he turned back, the slick dark body of the whale broke above the surface for a few seconds, and then disappeared beneath the waves. He grabbed the string to the bell, and rang it with great force, and shouted down. “Whale sighting. Port side. I see whale!”

      The oarsman ran off to tell the rest of the crew, and Nathan scanned the sea for another spotting. He heard other yells and commotion from the deck and knew the first mate or captain would come join him soon in the foremast. With the light fading, he guessed he had a fifty-fifty chance they would pursue the whale. His heart beat fast, and he scanned the waves, but the whale stayed below the waves.

      The mast shook and Nathan glanced down to see that the first mate climbed up with ropes. Not wanting to miss another sign of the whale, Nathan turned back to the sea and concentrated. He looked at each ripple, trying to project the speed of the whale to guess where it might be seen next.

      The first mate, James, climbed into the crow’s nest and patted Nathan on the back. “Good job, Nate. Point him out to me.”

      Nathan calculated the distance in his head and did his best to guess. “On the port side, twenty degrees. I lost him under the waves and only saw him once.”

      James used his callused hand to shield his eyes from the setting sun. “Did you see him blow?”

      Nathan brushed back his dark hair with his hand and blinked but did not take his eyes off the spot where he hoped the whale would resurface. “No, I did not see him blow.”

      “The sun is getting low. If we don’t see him break the surface, we might have to let this one go. We’ll not have the light to chase him.” James leaned forward and gripped the top of the crow’s nest. “Come on, you devil. Show yourself.”

      As if on cue, a dark line a bit farther than Nathan had calculated broke the surface of the water. The whale’s large flipper stuck straight out of the sea, and then the creature splashed it back down.

      James smiled and turned to Nathan. “Look, he waves to us.” He mulled his options for a moment, and the whale rose up full from the water, trying to kiss the sky. Its huge body crashed back down into the waves, and again its flipper appeared to wave at the men. James banged his hand on the railing of the crow’s nest. “How can we not chase him when he calls to us?”

      Nathan smiled and ignored the rumbling in his stomach. Hunger and thirst went away. All that mattered now was the chase, if not for the ultimate goal to find the white beast and end the curse that fueled his nightmares, but a good distraction would help to right his tired spirit. “Shall I ring the bell again?”

      James nodded. “We chase until all the light and then some is gone. Keep your eye on him!” He clipped out of the crow’s nest, heading back down to the deck.

      Nathan nodded and then rang the bell three solid times. “Whale. Whale!”

      The crew had already taken their positions, and most had seen the display off the port side. James hit the deck hard and rushed off to go update the captain. Now they would all work as one to steer the ship and track the whale, and the boatsteers edged to the front, readying their harpoons. Nathan heard the yells and calls from below, and the first mate had joined the captain at the wheel. Captain Eldon stood tall with the wheel in his hands and he worked with the crew to steer true, following the whale.

      The sun nearly kissing the horizon became lost in the clouds, and the light took a dramatic shift, becoming darker. Only minutes remained before the sun would set and the glow of light would fade quickly with twilight soon to follow. Nathan glanced down at his hands and touched a broken blister on his index finger. The blister had not yet fully healed, and his hands lacked the calluses of an experienced sailor. Still green and unproven, he was thankful the captain had allowed him to be part of his crew. Spotting the whale would be a boon for him. It would help him gain the trust of the rest of the crew. Some still smirked behind his back, but he knew he had much yet to learn.

      The clouds turned orange and the sky a shade of pink, but still the whale showed no sign of its whereabouts. Nathan searched and scanned the sea, calculating the speed of the whale, the wind, and the unknowns as best he could. But still he saw nothing. The boatsteer on the port side held his harpoon at the ready, leaning forward, itching to be the first to strike. If they could land one harpoon, their chances of capturing the whale would be greatly increased.

      With his eyes stinging from not blinking, Nathan gave in and blinked fast several times. He thought the whale played a game with him and even tried to glance away for just a moment, thinking the whale would resurface and show itself one last time before the sun fully set. But the whale stayed beneath the waves.

      The foremast shook again, and Nathan glanced down to see his friend Ezekiel climbing up. Nathan helped him climb into the crow’s nest and said, “Come to see the whale for yourself? Do you not believe me?”

      Ezekiel’s dark skin sucked up the light, and his white teeth always took Nathan by surprise. His friend’s large teeth shone whiter than snow. “I do not doubt you. I come bringing you some food.”

      He pulled a pouch off his belt and handed it to his friend.

      Nathan opened it but did not take his eyes off the sea. He took a bite of some salted meat. “Zeke, this is really good and I’m famished. Thank you.”

      “Hunting whales is long and hungry work. We cannot have our eyes be tired now. Can we?” After Nathan had finished a strip of meat, Zeke took the pouch back and then passed a container of water to his friend. “Drink up. You’ve been here for hours.”

      Taking a mouthful of water, Nathan drank a few more swallows and then wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “I was thirsty.” He turned to Zeke and patted him on the arm. “Thank you again.”

      “Do not take your eyes off our prize.” Zeke turned his friend back toward the direction they had all last seen the whale.

      The tip of the sun now only hung above the horizon, and though the clouds had parted, the little light that remained would fade fast and sure. Nathan blinked again and he pointed up ahead, closer to the ship than he had expected. “I think that’s him.”

      Zeke kept quiet and searched the waves. He saw nothing for a moment, but Nathan did. “Whale, whale, whale!” He rang the bell three more times as he had been instructed. “Ten degrees more to port. I think he’s in a feeding lane. See?”

      “I see him now. You’re right. He’s slowed so that he can feed.” Zeke patted his friend on the back. “I’ll go tell the others. Keep looking after him, and I’ll send someone else up to get an update from you.”

      Nathan nodded and kept an eye on the whale. He could see it now, slowing down with its large mouth open, its upper jaws above the surface, hoping to feed on any fish and plankton that fell into its large maw. The boatsteer on the port side waved his harpoon in the air, signaling his clear view of the whale. He stood ready and waited until he could strike, but timing would be close.

      The sun had set beneath the horizon, and the waning light faded fast. Nathan leaned forward and spoke low under his breath. “Come on, come on. Faster!” He willed the ship to slide quicker through the water like rain dripping down a window. As a kid, he remembered the drops falling fast from the top of the window to its sill, forming a puddle. He would watch the rain and imagine his father standing tall, holding court on his ship, with every man looking to him as their captain and savior. He would deliver them from the storm, and through it all, they would survive the darkness, hunger, and even the dead spells on the deep, dark sea. He imagined what his father would do now in the thick of the hunt with light fading.

      “Nathan, hey, you awake?” Zeke shook his friend.

      “I didn’t hear you. What did the captain say?” Nathan rubbed his chin and his scraggly attempt at a beard.

      Clean-shaven and always groomed meticulously for being on a whaling ship, Zeke shook his head. “He’s going to call the chase in the next few minutes. The light is low, and the crew is tired. He doesn’t want to chance going off course tonight. The reports of a storm ahead from today’s gram with the Delight have him concerned. He doesn’t want to go off course in getting to the island. He has bigger treasure on his mind.”

      “He told you this?” The whale had slowed even more, and soon they would be within a harpoon throw away.

      “I overheard him say this to the first mate.” Zeke shook his head. “Even if we get a good harpoon in, the chase might be called.”

      “But we’re so close. It would be bad luck to give up on our first chase.” Nathan glanced down and saw the boatsteer test the weight of the harpoon in his hand. Experienced and patient, the boatsteer would only throw when he knew that he could hit the whale.

      “Sometimes it is good to know when to let go of what you cannot have.” Zeke smiled, and even in the waning light, his white teeth still shone bright. “You are young still and will learn in time that you can’t always get the whale.”

      Nathan ignored his friend and pointed to the boatsteer. “Look, he’s about to throw.”

      “Qayshaun is good. He waits and is patient. If he throws, he’ll hit.” Zeke leaned back and waited with measured poise.

      “Why doesn’t he throw? We’re so close!” Nathan gripped the railing to the crow’s nest tight and caught himself. “I’m sorry, it’s my first time and I’m excited.”

      Zeke crossed his arms over his chest and said, “Be patient now. Your job is done for the moment. Let Qayshaun do his job, and then, when he hits, you can do yours again if the whale veers away.”

      Qayshaun pulled his arm back and hung still. His body tensed and his muscles were ready to spread and send forth all his power through the harpoon. And without knowing, the whale slowed still more with part of its upper jaw still above the wave. The wind had picked up slightly and the light now had all but gone. Only by the spot of the sun’s setting did any portion of light still remain. Darkness would descend soon and quick, stealing their chance from them.

      Nathan breathed in deep, and the salt in the air calmed him. His heart still beat fast, but he tried his best to listen to his friend’s advice. Patience. He needed to be patient. This first whale would teach him what he needed to know, and when he came face to face with the white beast, he could stand tall and break the curse that held him in its dark tendrils.

      Zeke held his hand up and following Qayshaun’s swaying. He kept quiet until the last moment when the harpoon flew out, sprung tight with tremendous power, toward the back of the whale. Zeke imagined the harpoon sinking into the whale’s flesh, embedding itself there, and then, like a lighthouse beacon, they could follow the whale through the night until they captured him. Nathan watched the harpoon fly, lost it in the darkness for a moment, and then saw it vanish beneath the sea.

      Nathan leaned out of the crow’s nest. “What happened?”

      Qayshaun pulled back from the edge of the ship with his head lowered.

      “He missed.” Zeke began to climb down and join the others below.

      Nathan heard the whistle and his heart sank a little. Looking back up at him, Zeke said, “Captain’s called the hunt off. Come on down.”

      “I’m coming.” Nathan could no longer see the whale in the darkness. The captain had done what was best for the crew. With a possible storm ahead and darkness so thick around them, the chase would have to come another day. They had only been on the sea a day and would have more chances. He knew that, but his heart did not. His blood had wanted the chase, and then they would capture their first whale, and he would become a man. He stared up at the first star and hoped next time might be different. He avoided all thoughts of home and why he came on board, focusing only on the future and the glory he would gain in catching his first whale.

      “You think too much,” Zeke yelled up at him. “Let it go.” His friend grabbed at his ankle and tugged. “Come on. We’ll miss dinner.”

      “Okay, okay.” At the thought of more food, his stomach growled, and he did as told. He let his disappointment go and wondered what would become of the whale they had missed. As it swam in the dark, he thought of the cold water and the darkness down below in the deep where no angels could be seen but only the unknown beasts of the netherworld.
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      I finished my bowl of soup and wiped the sides of my mouth with a napkin. The chowder and crusty piece of bread sat well in my stomach. More than half a day had passed since my last solid meal. I watched Ishmael slurp his soup, eating with an efficiency that marked him as a sailor. When he moved his arms, it was apparent he still had great strength. I feared for the person he might come to blows with. I leaned forward and took a piece of bread, cleaned the last drips of soup from my bowl, and then popped the still warm bread into my mouth.

      “Do you still go whaling?” I asked him with my mouth still stuffed.

      He took a big sip from his glass and drank some water down. “Why do you ask?”

      “Your arms.” I motioned to them with my chin. “You look like you could still rip the head off a bear.” I kept my voice low and scanned the room, moderately filled with patrons. We sat in the back, waiting for his friend to come meet us.

      He flexed his arm and shrugged. “I go out to sea from time to time.” He leaned back in his chair and scratched the several days’ old beard on his face. “I do it to train the local boys before they go out to sea for the first time. They think they know what the sea will bring, but they’ve no idea.”

      He glanced away and looked off into the next room. From across our table, an elderly man sat alone with his feet outstretched. He had a large bowl on his table, but he closed his eyes and had his hands folded in his lap. A lit pipe hung from his mouth, and a spiral of smoke floated up and away from us. Faintly, I could smell the lit tobacco, and it reminded me of my father.

      From out of the back, a middle-aged man with a limp and a large belly headed toward us. He had a dish rag thrown over his shoulder and wore an apron. When he arrived at our table, he put a plate down in front of us and smiled. “Mary wanted you to have this.” A fine slice of cake rested on the plate with some white confectioner’s sugar on top.

      Ishmael, with serious intent on his face, picked up a fork and took a bite. The instant the cake went into his mouth, his eyes went wide, and then he lightly banged the table with his hand. “Your sister makes the finest cake. I’m lucky to have her think of me.”

      “If you weren’t so stubborn and set in your ways, you could have this cake every week if you were to marry her.”

      “George, we’ve had this conversation before. A man like me is not fit to be a husband.” He took another bite of cake and savored the moment before swallowing.

      “It’s your loss. She would be good for you and get you out of your ways. Maybe even clean you up a bit and set you straight.” George scratched his large belly.

      Ishmael’s smile faded from his face. “She would be too good for me, and I would not want to drag her down with my love of the sea. It would only hurt her, and I wouldn’t want to see that.”

      “You are an honest man, Ishmael. An honest man.” George sat down in an open chair at the table and looked over at me. “Who’s the boy? Another one of the urchins off the street that you take in and save?”

      I looked to Ishmael on whether I should speak or not, and he took another bite of cake and nodded.

      “My name’s Morgan.” I spoke a bit low and mumbled the name and didn’t make eye contact with George.

      George leaned forward, looked me up and down, lost interest in me, and turned back to Ishmael. “What do you need?” He picked up an extra fork on the table and passed it to me. “Better make sure you get to try some before it’s gone.”

      I accepted the fork and took a small bit of cake. When I placed a piece in my mouth, the chocolate melted onto my tongue and then the confectioner’s sugar kicked in, adding an extra bit of sweetness to the strong chocolate. “It’s delicious!” My voice went up and I ended the last syllable on a squeak, pretending that my voice still changed as I grew into a man.

      “My sister would be pleased.” George leaned back into his chair and crossed his arms over his chest.

      Ishmael put down his fork and scratched the back of his head. “I need passage on the Marcella.” He let the words out with quickness, testing the waters.

      “Captain Amos’ ship. Curious. I can do that, but as of last week, when we had a drink together, you swore up and down that you would never go on a whaling voyage again.” George glanced my way. “What’s changed?”

      “I was wrong.” Ishmael fidgeted in his seat and then leaned in closer to his friend. “I need passage out tonight, and he’ll be willing to take me where I need to go without any questions asked. Let’s just say that I’m entangled in more than I can handle. Some trouble has come my way.”

      George glanced back over his shoulder, checking that no one watched them. The old man at the table across the way had fallen asleep, and his pipe had gone out. I could even hear him snoring softly.

      “I can send a good word to have Amos get you on and get you out tonight. That’s not a problem. Mary will be upset and miss you, but she’ll come to understand in time.” George thought for a moment and pointed at me. “What about him?”

      “I’ll pay for his passage back home, but he’s not coming with me.” Ishmael lowered his voice and leaned in. His strong jaw tight with tension. “He’ll need to leave tonight as well. There might be some uncertain elements after him, and it would be in all of our best interests if he not be found.”

      I eyed up the situation. Now was not the time to fight my case. That would come later, when I had more leverage. I needed a way to change Ishmael’s mind so that he would agree for me to come with him. Speaking out against Ishmael now would only hurt my cause. The front door opened and two older men came in and headed to the bar. For a Sunday afternoon, the establishment had a good many customers. And if Mary cooked as well as she baked, I knew why.

      George brushed a few crumbs off the table onto the floor and said, “Consider it done. Go to the harbor late this afternoon, and you can get on board the Marcella. Tell Amos that I sent you and all will be well. Like most of the captains out of Bedford, he owes me a favor.”

      “Thank you. Let him know that I want no special treatment. I’ll work hard and pull my weight like the rest of the crew.” Ishmael reached into his pocket, put some money on the table, and slid it over to his friend. “Thank you for your help and for not asking detailed questions.”

      “I learned many years ago to look the other way with you. It’s kept me honest and your friendship has proven true.” He casually took the money and put it into his pants pocket under his apron. “Morgan, you stay with me. I can put you to work in the kitchen, and then late tonight we’ll get you on your way.”

      Ishmael wiped his mouth with a napkin and put it down on the table. Leaning over to me, he took my hand and shook it firmly. His handshake nearly crushed my hand. “Leave word with George on where you’re headed, and when I’m back, you’ll have what you wanted. Trust me.”

      “Good luck.” I let go of his hand and watched him get up to leave. Ishmael patted George on the back and headed out the door. I watched him go, and there was no doubt in my mind that he would keep his word. Unless tragedy befell him, Ishmael would come back with my brother no matter the cost. He had that look about him.

      Still watching his back as he headed out the front door, I got up to go. George shook his head and leaned in. “Now tell me why you’re masquerading as a boy and what your story is.”

      I stammered a bit and then sat back down. “How did you know?”

      “Do you think I’m blind?” He picked up my hand. “Look at your fingers. Your hands are too clean, and there are no calluses on them.”

      My first instinct was to run, but he had fed us and had a fatherly look about him. He eyed me in his chair and did not block my passage. I could walk at any time. “I need your help.” I chanced to tell him the truth.

      “How much does Ishmael know?” George scratched his beard and then leaned on the table, waiting for my response.

      There are times when taking a risk is needed, and I had come so far. Without George’s help, I doubted that I could easily get on board the Marcella. “He’s agreed to help me and go find my brother, but he did not want me to go with him. He doesn’t think I can make it on the sea.”

      “I doubt he told you that. My friend is many things, but he’s not often so outspoken. He might think that, or not, but he would not so easily speak his mind.” George lowered his voice and leaned in closer to me. “Why do you want to go after your brother so much? What did he get himself into?”

      “He left home and my mother wants him back.” I started to say more but remained quiet and tucked a stray hair back under my cap.

      “If you want me to help you, I need
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