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			Prologue

			Dear reader, whoever you may be: 

			First and foremost, you must not doubt any words that I write in this story, as it is all true. I want to tell the truth about what happened onboard the “Princess of the West,”  as the truth has been elusive for those who speak of it. 

			Sometimes it is hard to explore the traumas we carry with us and to speak of them. Sometimes the events are so horrific that we might even question what was real and what was not. 

			Yet, these events are so clear in my mind now…

			My name is Johnny, and unfortunately, I do not have a last name, as I am an orphan. However, you are welcome to refer to me as other workers used to…Johnny Unknown. This does not offend me; in fact, I’ve grown fond of it. 

		

	
		
			

			DAY 1 

			It all began when I decided to leave the factory, using much of the money I made to pay for a small room on a ship, which promised me a new life in the promised land.

			As I stepped upon the weathered wooden planks of the docks and smelled the sea air in the breeze, I immediately began to feel the renewal of my being. 

			The other passengers lined up. I was told that the few wealthiest were already on the ship, and now it was the turn of those who were occupying the smaller cabins, which meant me. After that, the poor would pile into steerage. I was glad I could avoid traveling in the cheapest accommodation for once in my life. 

			It was dusk when I got situated in my tiny cabin. I watched the sun slowly withdraw its warmth and light from the shores of my homeland for one last time. It was a strange feeling. I was happy to leave, but also sad. How could such a mix be possible? My heart was torn. Then I felt a smile grow on my face at the same time two streams of tears coursed down my cheeks. Goodbye, home.

			We set sail, and the moment we did, the rain began to come down hard. It pounded my small, round window, and the ship heaved from side to side. My head was starting to get a bit fuzzy. There was no way I could sleep like this. With the rain, sure, but not with this violent motion. Some of the guys in my homeland had warned me about this. I’d ignored them, but now I knew what they had meant. 

			I sat on a wooden chair. It seemed that keeping my body in an upright position was making me feel better than lying down. I drank some water from my wooden canteen and just stared into the blackness outside through the raindrops. 

			That was when I heard it for the first time. The song…a melody…

			It was the thin, pleasant voice of a woman, yet it also felt threatening to me, creeping deep into my mind. I felt my heartbeat elevate. My breathing grew heavy and quickened, and my heart was pounding. Cold sweat began to build up on my forehead as I turned my head towards the door. The singing was coming from the hallway. It was strange that I could hear it despite the rain, but almost as quickly as it started, it began to diminish and grow distant. 

			Perhaps against my better judgement, I stood up and twisted the handle of the door, cracking it open and peeking out. The passage was a dark, long hallway, illuminated only by a few dim lights. I strained my eyes, and for a moment I thought I saw a woman turn the corner far down the corridor. 

			It would be silly to say that my first bad decision followed after that, since someone can argue that getting on that ship was the first, but nevertheless, I’ll say so.

			I crept into the shadowy hallway and slowly made my way to where I’d seen the woman. There wasn’t any sound of the melody anymore, only the sounds of the waves and the rain pummeling the ship. 

			Suddenly, one of the doors on my right opened, and I jumped to the side, immensely startled. 

			A short, stocky man with black hair, wearing white sleeping garments, frowned at me. He had a small lamp in his hand. 

			“What are you doing? You some kinda creeper?”

			I stared at him for a moment, slightly appalled by the question. Then I answered, “I could ask you the same thing, mister.”

			“Mr Jenkins, and you couldn’t. I’m not the one scratching on doors, lurking in the hallway.”

			A frustrated breath gusted from my mouth. “I’m not scratching on anything. In fact, I came out because I heard something. I thought I saw someone, too.”

			He looked at me with disbelief and shook his head. “Sure, sure…yeah…” 

			

			He retreated into his stateroom and closed his door, and I was alone again. I was puzzled and a bit worried. Scratching at his door? What had that been about? 

			I stood in the hallway, considering how to proceed. 

			Of course, I made another bad decision. Filled with fear, I continued on instead of turning back. 

			As I followed the woman’s footsteps, I turned a corner and found a staircase leading up. As I ascended, I came out into an empty dining room, which I figured I wasn’t supposed to see until morning breakfast. It was a rectangular room, mostly dark, with several large windows. Then lightning lit the sky for a moment, and I could see the silhouette of a woman standing by one of the windows.

			My legs were slightly trembling as I just stood in that spot, focusing my gaze upon her. She lit a cigarette and, turning towards me, beckoned me to her with her fingertips. 

			My steps were short and uncertain as I made my way through the dark room and stood just a few meters from her.

			Her costume appeared to be all black, though it could have been a dark shade of another color. She wore a skirt, a jacket, and a round hat. Her hair was long and blonde. Because of the hat, it was difficult to make out her features perfectly, but I got the impression that she was very pretty. Still, I was afraid of her. I had no idea why I had obeyed. 

			“Aren’t you an adventurous boy?” she said, singsong. Her voice was melodic and smooth. Now I was certain she had been the one singing in the passage. 

			I was stiff as a rusty nail. “Uh, well, yes.”

			She took a puff of the cigarette. “You’re a big talker, I see. You left your homeland for a new life. You are uncertain of this journey.”

			Startled, I responded, “How…do you know that?” 

			Her smile was thin and held no humor. “Oh, your blood, the way it’s rushing through your veins, your heartbeat, the way you breathe, the way you move…Certain things betray us. They tell others who we are without a word.” She lifted the cigarette to her lips, and the burning end flared a little more brightly as she took a drag.

			The trepidation I had felt escalated to deep fear. Although I was a strong lad, I felt as though I were naked out in the stormy waters, and the sea was having its way with me. The aura of this woman made me feel powerless, in a way I could not explain at the time. 

			She moved towards me, turned her head to the side, exhaled cigarette smoke, and then placed her left hand on my chest. 

			Her cold smile was thin. “Fear is good, but only if you listen to the advice it gives.” 

			Every bad decision I had ever made rushed to my consciousness. I should have stayed in my room. 

			Her luminous eyes gazed into mine. “Your heart…” 

			I could see her mouth open, revealing rows of long white teeth. “So delicious…”

			Suddenly, light appeared right behind me. 

			“Hey! You lovebirds!” 

			I turned around. A large man with a huge bushy beard and a crew hat stood there, hands on his hips, a huge smile on his face. “You two aren’t supposed to be out here in the stormy weather! Go on–get back to your cabin.” 

			I guessed he was the captain’s second mate. and later found out I was right. His name was Dugart. 

			“Yes, sir, right away,” I mumbled, grateful for the reprieve.

			I walked as fast as I could away from the woman. I heard her chuckle, and from the corner of my eye, I saw her head toward the fancier first-class cabins.

			At the time, I thought I was just overly emotional, stressed, and tired, hence why I felt so terrified of her. Later, I realized my instincts were spot on.

			Once inside my room, I locked the door and placed a piece of furniture against it. 

			As I lay in bed, listening to the rain, the fear seemed to have taken the place of the sickness. Nevertheless, I was drifting away…. 

			The nightmare that followed was the most unpleasant of my life. If I had realized back then that perhaps this was some sort of divine harbinger about what was to come…Well, maybe that wouldn’t have made a difference. After all, I was just a simple dreamer, on a ship with a bunch of strangers, in the middle of a massive ocean. Helpless. 

			In the dream, I stood upon the main deck. The sky first turned dark, but then developed a dark red color behind thick grey clouds. Rain, red as blood, began to fall, and I could see thousands of black birds circling. I ran down below the deck and into the dining room. I yelled out for help, but all of the people turned to me, staring with the same blank expression. In their eyes was an absence of humanity. I heard the woman I had met laughing. She stood in a dark corner, smiling. 

			“Such a tasty boy…I always leave the best for last.” 

			I ran into the hallway, but somehow it had become endless. I ran and ran, and I began to hear her song again…

			That’s when I woke up. My clothes were soaked with sweat. I brought my knees to my chest and looked at the door. All was well. The cabinet I’d placed there had not moved. 

			Then, for a split second, I saw something flash by the window, or was it simply my disturbed mind? I checked my watch. 

			4:00 a.m. 

			That’s it. I knew I would not sleep again. I drank some water and sat in the wooden chair, watching the window, waiting for the dawn. 

			Which couldn’t come soon enough. 
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