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CHAPTER 1

I spent my last night on dry land and the last of my meagre savings on a room in a rough lodging house near the bustling Mersey dockside. Fortunately the cover had included board so I settled myself near the fire in the main bar and occupied myself watching the comings and goings of that strange breed of men known as the seafarer of which I was soon to become. I was weary after the long, bone-rattling journey, but the sounds and aches from my poor stomach, and the conversations between the characters around the room kept me well awake and my mind active. It was the beginning of spring in the year of our Lord 1809 when I first set eyes on the good ship Ariel and started a journey stranger and more terrifying than my young soul had previously thought imaginable. A year earlier I would never have dreamt that I would be leaving my mother and setting out for a life on the high seas, but, like the weather, fate plays us the hand it sees fit and very often, the one we least expect.
I had been apprenticed as a carpenter to my uncle Tobias and served him to the best of my abilities for nigh on eighteen months when he fell ill and died suddenly one crisp autumn morning three weeks before my fifteenth birthday. Such a good soul I had never before encountered and his passing away grieved me greatly. My father having been departed ten long years, Uncle Tobias had been as such to me, firm but kind, imparting strengths that would see me through ‘til this day. Never would my mother go hungry or my little sister, dear Jess, go without while Tobias was fit and able to assist, though scarce he could afford it. Now I was the man and had to somehow provide. Though large for my age and always dextrous, paid work was uncommon in our small town and I feared indigence or worse. I had known people that had had to leave for the workhouse and never were they heard from again.
The day of the funeral was a bleak one to be sure. The last farewell combined with troubled thoughts and worries for the future must have shown clearly on my young brow as we laid him in the ground, for after the service, Mr Benson, a client of my uncles and a man whom I’d thought unaware of my existence until then, took a sudden interest in me and taking my arm, walked me to a quiet corner of the grave yard and began to question me thus.
-Tell me young man. Who is to support your mother and sister now your Uncle is departed? 
Being neither proud nor wise I replied honestly that I knew not. He then proceeded to tell me of some stock investments he had from out of the Africa’s and numerous other details pertaining to shares and balances that I will say to you now, had me lost within a few brief moments. Avoiding his piercing yellow eyes my gaze kept returning to his tiny, black teeth in a mouth which emitted the most foul stench I had ‘til then ever come across. When he had finished his preamble he looked at me as if for an answer and I just stared back at him dumbly glad his mouth had shut if only for a second. Trying hard not to lose his patience with me, he repeated his last statement from which I gathered he was offering me some sort of position. Lacking the details but sensing the overall impression of his words, I nodded gratefully and Benson spat in his palm, and we shook on it.
I am ashamed to say that my mother had to visit him the following day to determine what exact role I had shook hands upon and returned in tears saying that I was to be lost to her forever. When my sister started blubbering also there was no sense to be had from anyone for some time, so it was with some relief that I discovered that I had agreed to go to sea and work, travelling the world. I must admit, a week earlier the thought would have terrified me, but after all the craw thumping and wailing it didn’t by then seem too bad a thing. I longed for adventure but would have preferred if it could all be done from the comfort of my boyhood home. Seeing the unlikelihood of this, I bolted the door on all imaginings and fears and resolved to be strong. The bulk of my earnings would be managed by Mr Benson to support my ma and sister in my absence, whilst I would become a merchant sailor and eat, work and live on board ship for the foreseeable future. I couldn’t swim, but resolved to learn before then in a nearby lodge, and if I couldn’t master it, reasoned that if the ship was to sink, well, at least I would die earlier than later, for no man can swim the Atlantic.

Such hobbledehoy logic seemed a world away as I sat in the inn that night and listened to the old men’s tales. Some of the stories I had never heard the like of, of great sea beasts that devoured ships or entire fleets disappearing into whirlpools and wide eyed I had to stop my mouth from falling open like a fool. They were a truly a rough lot, hardened by years of ocean winds and strong liquor and their language shocked me brittle. The waitress didn’t seem to mind though and as she lay down my stew asked if I would have ale with the food. For some reason, the room grew quiet at this and when I replied that I was not used to ale and that a mug of water would suffice, as one, they erupted into raucous laughter, falling about like I had just said the last line of the most humorous story ever. Through the laughter I heard one say that I had better get used to it and quick, at which they all fell about in fits again. After some time, the room quietened, and one man, a toothless, leathery faced fellow sucking on a clay pipe inquired which ship I was to set sail on. The Ariel I replied, at which there were a few grave nods from which I inferred she was a sturdy vessel, easing my fears greatly. Another man said his name was Grear and that he too was boarding the ‘Ariel’ come the dawn and we shook hands. His grip was like an iron vice but I could tell he meant no harm by it, and I instinctively reasoned that, when trouble was near, this was the man to stand next to. Seeing me flinch, he laughed warmly and banged my shoulder, insisting I have an ale with him.
-You are a man now and it will help you sleep. Tomorrow will be a long one.

There was some talk but I cannot remember much after that. I had two mugs and must have fallen asleep at the table for the next thing to happen in my world was a loud banging on the wall next to my bed. Grear was already dressed and the cramped dormitory was busy with curses and coughs and after we shared some bread we made our way to the docks and my new life began in earnest.
CHAPTER 2

That first sight of the Ariel against the multicoloured sunrise will stay with me forever. Never had I seen anything more magnificent, more awe inspiring than her massive bow and giant masts. Like ants her crew, my new ship mates, swarmed about her. Each busy with some task, some duty as yet unknown to me. There were other boats in the harbour that day, but none so majestic as her. At the bottom of the gang plank stood the largest man I had ever seen and beside him, an ugly, runt of a fellow carrying a knarled walking stick. He held this more like a club than a cane and surveyed the teeming docks with a glare of utter disdain. The large one, bald as a skull with arms like a bull’s thigh, held a board and pencil and as each person in the queue that had formed before them called his name, their title was crossed and the ugly one would let them pass. Just before us, a man named Morgan, who said he was a cook tried to force his way onto the gangplank past the ships guardians. He was given short shift by the two and with hardly a raised eyelid, the ugly one shifted his foot ever so slightly to the right and swiped Morgan across the forehead with his stick. The hollow ‘Tock’ echoed around the dock as he fell to the ground unconscious and two men, hopefully friends of the poor fellow, ran forward and quickly dragged him away. As if nothing had happened, the line moved forward until it was our turn and we faced the two beasts. When Grear said his name, the large one looked down for the first time and smiling, opened his massive arms and started to laugh. He reached forward and almost picking Grear up, enveloped him in a giants hug.
-Grear! Where you been?

Apparently they were old ship mates and had served together on most of the worlds oceans. When the pleasantries were at an end the giant asked who I was but was unable to find my name on the roll call. I hastily explained my trade and background and mentioned Mr Benson for which I received a blank look and shrug.

-Never heard of the gentleman. But if good Mister Grear here vouches for you I don’t see a problem in resolving this on board later.
But as we made to ascend, the ugly fellow stepped forward and barred our path. Lifting his stick he shoved it forcefully onto Grears chest and shook his head. With my own eyes, I swear to this I could see Grears body grow before me. His eyes fixed on the fellow and without so much as a word, something passed between the two of them. Like a lightning charge from eyeball to eyeball, something older than language was exchanged. I know not what, but when it was over, the ugly fellow seemed stunned, as his hand fell down to his hips and he stepped aside. Even the giant seemed momentarily surprised, until a huge grin formed on his face and he started to laugh, loud as a church bell.

-Next!

He cried out and I meekly followed Grear up the gangplank. Half way up he stopped and pointed to a spot just above the water line. It looked like the vessel had knocked against something coming into port and the tar covering the hull had been scuffed. Coming through, I could just about see something shiny and orange in tone. It looked metallic.
-Copper.

Grear quietly turned to me and said, and with a strange grimace, walked on chuckling softly. 

CHAPTER 3

The first week passed quickly as I had a lot to learn. Neither the giant nor the fellow with the stick had boarded the Ariel, which made me glad. Once on board, the fact that my name was not on the roll call was forgotten, for a while.

As well as being one of the two carpenter’s assistants I was a regular hand, helping where ordered in all manner of tasks. I had also to see the ships doctor twice weekly, to learn from him and assist in times of crisis, whatever they might be. I found seafaring suited me, unlike some of the other new crew members who would eat and drink their ration, only for it to come back up a short time later. The captain, a Devonshire man by the name of Hite, was a cruel, dark skinned fellow. He trusted no one and was hated by all. His favourite place on deck was not near the wheel like most captains, but by the massive gun on a high specially mounted platform where he’d leer down on us like a giant raven. The Doctor told me that the gun was in case of pirates, but I feared it was for those who disobeyed the Captains commands so I made sure to keep myself busy and steer clear of Hite at all times.

We carried palm oil mainly and there was talk of cloth and guns, of which I saw none. For me, the hardest chore on board was avoiding the troublemakers and roughnecks, of which there were many. They would bully me and threaten just for fun sometimes. I was new to such behaviour being only young and if it wasn’t for the presence of Grear, I fear I would have been man handled and mistreated at some point. The men seemed wary of Grear, to say the least. He could drink his share of rum, and a gallon more I’ll warrant, and not show ill effect like the others. Many of whom, most of the time, did their duties as if in a bad tempered sleep-walk, only coming alive with a drink of ale or rum inside them. When Grear passed, they would fall silent and move aside like lambs. God only knows what history that man carried. I never dared ask and was never to find out.
In the second week the going got hard as the trade winds lessoned and the mood aboard ship grew both sluggish and pinched. We crawled into Madeira with some relief and took on more water and much wine. Never a more beautiful island I did see than that place. A lush green canopy seemed to smother the surrounding hills of Santo which I was eager to explore. Alas, this was not to be as only certain crew members were allowed off board, and I being fresh, was not amongst them as it was thought I might jump ship. Still, it was beautiful to behold and the smells that wafted from the harbour at night made my dreams pleasant as I imagined all the wonderful food whilst trying to forget the tasteless gruel on offer on board ship each day. We sailed out after three days and I promised myself to return there one day if ever the chance arose.
From here to Cape Verde the gales battered us relentlessly but we made good time. Being young and a good, swift climber, I was often sent up into the crows nest to watch out for the flags of government ships, either yankee or our own. I knew not why at the time, nor cared, for this was my favourite place on board, away from the cramped, stinking quarters with the wind buffeting me all ways, tossed perilously as the ship creaked to port or starboard. Here I felt truly free, glad I’d left England’s shores behind me.
Sadly, five days before we anchored, calamity struck. One warm, star filled evening, the good doctor, who was celebrating the anniversary of his birth, left the group that had assembled to sing songs and such, and was making his way to the hold when I chanced upon him. He was extremely merry by then and leant upon me to tell some story or other but slurred so much I was unable to comprehend him. Smiling, I bid him goodnight, for I was off to rest, and went my way. Only moments later I heard a great tumble and crash and ran to find him at the bottom of the hold’s step ladder bent into an unholy shape. As the revellers arrived with torches, we found him dead with his eyes still open wide and his neck snapped like kindle. Many of the men would not approach me from then on, for being the last to be with him they thought me jinxed, a Jonah. Superstitious fools! From here on I nearly always ate my food alone, eventually by choice. Things got worse just two days later when one of the ships hands who bunked near me, died of the flux and the whispering grew louder. Although this was not uncommon on a long voyage, the crew were rattled, and I was at the end of all complaints and pointed fingers. Even Grear kept his distance and more and more, Captain Hite sent me to the crows nest, probably to stop someone slicing my throat and feeding me to the sharks. I toughened pretty quickly, accepting that I was alone in the world and the entire crew could die of the flux for all I cared.

One evening I was sitting alone up near the prow, nursing a warm mug of rum, when I heard a sound behind me. I turned quickly and found Grear standing not two feet away from me holding a knife that glistened in the star light. I thought my last day had come, but no matter how strong or dangerous I knew him to be, I would not go down without a struggle. I prepared to fight to the death, but Grear had different ideas. Without words, he looked at me for some time with the strangest expression. Then he flicked the dagger he was carrying so the blade pointed to his chest, and he handed it to me. Just as silently he turned and walked away leaving me truly shaken. It was as if he was saying, I can no longer protect you, you now walk alone. I felt more fearful at that juncture that I had no allies left, yet there was also relief. I knew where I stood, and if any wanted to cause me harm, they would end up with a belly full of cold metal. I would wrap up well and scan the horizon high above their small minds and superstitions. I didn’t need a soul.
By Cape Verde I was hardened and wanted to leave ship more than the crew wanted me to go. I kept myself to myself and talked to no one. But instead of leaving me there, Captain Hite restocked on water and we sailed out after just two days. I feel the crew thought Hite had some special purpose intended for me so from that point on, for a time, I was largely left alone.
CHAPTER 4

Within weeks the heat became most unbearable. When there was no wind we stumbled around in a stupor, constantly thirsty, cowering under the awnings. The heat seemed to sap all strength and climbing the rig was a Herculean task. You could catch more of the zephyr in the nest but no shade and the sun beat down relentlessly. When we eventually neared our destination, an African kingdom known as Dahome, it was clear to the Captain that the crew would have to take some leave on shore or there might be a revolt. Hite cursed and raged, calling them baby lambs but knew it was for the best. I for one had no interest in leaving the ship. The smell from the land was putrid and fierce and with them gone I was safer on board. Staying alive was more important to me than my curiosity for I had no interest in being clubbed or stabbed and left to die in some stinking gutter so far from home.
One whole month we waited there for the supplies to arrive. It was then I learnt to my horror that our cargo was human. As the barrels in the lower hold were emptied and rowed ashore, gangs of chained blacks were rowed back in exchange. Never had I seen such mighty looking beasts, sullen and black as pitch. They were beaten mercilessly and chained down in the hold row after row, so close they could hardly turn. When the male niggers were loaded and secured we had to wait another week until the women were bartered for and brought aboard. Totally naked, they were herded into a cell as the crew laughed and picked out the ones they would ‘see to’ later. Never before seeing a naked woman, at first I turned away with reddened face. But my eyes could not resist and soon mesmerised I would turn back to gaze. I felt confusion in my mind and soul, both appalled at their treatment and fascinated by their bodies; tall, lithe and beautiful to behold.
Once secured, we only had to wait one day for an adequate wind then we were off. The fresh sea air was a relief at first but it didn’t last for long as the sails began to slacken and the poor blacks had to relieve themselves where they lay. Ten days into the middle passage they started to die, most of the flux, but some by other, more nefarious means. We would drag them out and find them choked or with a nail driven through the skull. Desperate for more air or room, or perhaps settling ancient tribal scores, neighbour would slay neighbour. They were given the very minimum of food and water and when on one occasion I ventured down with a bucket of drinking water to relieve the most dire, Captain Hite nearly had me flogged. The smell of the crew’s sleeping quarters were bad enough but eventually the nose accustomed itself. With this living cargo though, the stench became unbearable. Men would try to sluice the dirt away with buckets of sea water but this was soon stopped by the Captain. The saltwater was causing sores on the niggers and Hite cursed us for trying to ruin him for their price would be much diminished at market, if we let any live at all.
I’ll admit freely, by that stage in the voyage my nerves were frayed like cheap twine. What with the evil odours and anguished cries from the hold combined with the constant threat of attack from one of my good sea fellows, my sleep was mostly in short, troubled fits.
Then one day, we were travelling well and the crew were in good humour, looking forward to Jamaca, dry land and good food, when the wind died down of a sudden and didn’t return. It was eerie the speed at which the clouds began to part and scatter then disappear completely, as if pushed apart by the malicious hands of some great, scheming god. From cool blustery day to still and stifling hot within half of an hour. This in itself was unsettling, but when after three days the wind had not returned, then four, then five, those same suspicious fingers began to point at me again.

There was no whispering now, this time the insults were open and increasingly hostile.  One man remembered that my name was not on the ships roll call when we had set sail and suggested I was a spy for the government. Another approached me and said I was a Frenchman and leading us into a trap. He tried to grab me whilst shouting for others to join him in throwing me overboard. I stepped back quickly and thrust my knife into his hand, twisting it until he squealed in pain and kicked him away. Knowing I was outnumbered, I made a show of the fellow, wiping my blade casually as if it were a daily occurrence, the most natural thing in the world to be sticking a fellow. I looked up with a calm face which seemed to ask, would anyone else like a taste of my metal. There were no more comers for the time, so I turned and walked away from the crowd, up to where I’d been taking my sleep near the aft, and for the first time that voyage, emptied my stomach overboard into the still, green waters of the Atlantic.
Over the next days I was avoided more than ever as the wind avoided our sails and the heat of the sun seemed to intensify. One man went mad and hung himself from the main frame. When they cut him down his face had a greenish hue and his bulging red eyes stared out accusingly. With no breeze for relief or cooling, still more dead were dragged out from the hold. Men drew lots or swapped their rum to not have to go down. Like descending into hell, the fetid, clammy stench and the unholy cries were the stuff of nightmares. Then the pleading eyes, some imploring you to end their suffering, some patiently staring with a strength both ancient and noble. 
Captain Hite holed up in his cabin most of this time, hiding from view and blame, waiting for wind. One day some men took an extra barrel of rum from the store and he sent word that he would let it go unpunished as it was his birthday the next morn. All aboard knew that this uncustomary kindness was flimflam, for he knew how desperate the crew were and how close to mutiny. It was no ones fault that there was no rain or wind but somebody had to be blamed. So when that night a gang of drunken vagabonds accosted me by surprise and bounded me, he was not to be seen. They beat me senseless and yanked me about, kicking me down to the main deck where their sport would begin in earnest. Holding a mock trial they decided to half hang me before throwing me overboard and watching me drown. As they tied the noose about my neck a frenzied cry went up, their scapegoat was to finally die. Never having any religious instruction to speak of, I had no god to pray to and feeling somewhat relieved, wished that they would get on with the job, hoping that the pain would not be too great. I thought forlornly of my sister and ma, and wondered how they would hear of my demise and hoped my passing would not cause them too much grief. But, of a sudden, a familiar voice cried out, deep and commanding.
-Untie him!

There was a great furore at this as Grear stepped from the shadows into the torch light. There were enough to overcome him with main force yet none alone were up to the challenge. Still, voices all about shouted their grievances and a compromise had to be made. Perhaps he knew that even if he saved me then, it was only a matter of days before another of the cowards would claim my life. From the darkness one man whose voice I knew, called me a Yankee traitor, another, a devil. After some time it was agreed that I was to be cast out into one of the rowing boats, left to fend for myself on the high seas. By that time I was so fatigued with the strain of the preceding weeks that I cared not. I just wanted to be left alone, to sleep in peace, away from this accursed vessel. 
They prodded me with their knives even as I climbed down the rope to the waiting boat and let out a cheer when I pushed off, so glad were they to be rid of me. In my hands was a Hessian sack Grear had passed to me in my last moment before climbing over Ariel’s rail. Emotionless, I watched for a time the flames of the torches on board ship grow more distant, as my tiny ship caught in a different eddy, and we parted company forever. I thought how pretty the lights looked, then lay my head down and fell into the deepest of slumbers.

CHAPTER 5

The crew of the Ariel must have thought themselves justified, for not two days later the rain started to fall as a soft breeze gently pushed my boat. I cupped my hands and drank my fill knowing that it could be my last for several days or for eternity. Grears final gift to me contained a few biscuits, some twine and a mangy piece of dried meat from which animal I could not say. I rationed half of one biscuit a day and spent the time trying to catch fish with the twine and a bent pin that until then had fastened my coat. No luck was to be had with this mean contrivance and I wasted much biscuit as bait.

For many a day I drifted, baked in calm skies and tossed in grey, until I fell into a fugue state, delirious with hunger and thirst. I knew not whether I slept or was awake so confused I had become. My whole world was now this floating gaol, a wooden prison with an endless moat. I thought I saw a large grouping of whales one morning though could not be sure if they swam but in my head. After a week I started to hear beauteous singing in the night time. As the stars appeared soft voices entered my head. I knew them to be imaginary yet scanned the sea line wishing that the land or boat on which they sang could materialize and they would come to my aid. An angelic choir with but a half demented boy for an audience.
I awoke one day to the sound of soft, irregular tapping of wood on wood and the occasional dull, scrape of tempered oak. I thought it at first, part of a dream then as it persisted I was forced to come to my senses and sat up to look about me. When I turned I found that by some miracle I had drifted into the same sea stream as another sailing ship and my craft was bumping into it as we floated alongside one another. I could not believe my eyes and thought myself still dreaming, but when I reached out my hands, it seemed real enough, hard and rising high out of the water. I paddled myself around the side of the ship, checking its shape and design, glad that this was not the Ariel, and made my way towards a rope that dangled down from the starboard side. As I grabbed the rope I realised that I might not have the strength to haul myself aboard. I tried to cry out, to call for help from the crew above, but only a dry whisper croaked from my throat. The deck seemed a hundred yards up and my hands were hardly able keep ahold of the hemp. I waited some time there, desperate and tired as I looked around for guidance. In flaking white lettering on the ships prow I saw the name ‘Melissa’ for the first time. The word seemed to contain all my hopes and desperate dreams. Through all my adventures and travels thus far, it was strangely here seeing that name when I came closest to breaking down in tears. I thought of my home and missed my small family so. I was close to giving up and simply lying back in the boat and falling asleep so tired was I. But on the horizon I could see a storm forming and knew that if I didn’t find the strength from somewhere to climb then, soon both vessels would be blown asunder and I would be lost. Gathering all hope, all strength and resolve, I clasped the line and started to pull myself upwards as if to the very heavens. Staring straight ahead, I gave myself no sight of failure as my body strained and throbbed with pain. After what seemed like a lifetime, I finally reached the summit and scrambled my way over onto the deck, falling to the floor and gasping for breath. My heart was trying to beat itself out of my chest as I lay there exhausted. As the agony gradually subsided I felt a wave of nausea sweep over me, then a sickening shiver as I slipped from waking. All went black.
Many hours must have passed, for the sky had darkened by the hour I awoke and the storm had arrived with a foul temper. I was already soaked from the heavy rain and my bodies shivering had shaken me from sleep. Feeling as one waking from too many rums I stood, but fell moments later as the boat leaned to. It was rising and falling in the heavy swell and when I looked overboard I saw the waves were growing to a monstrous size. Looking about me I was surprised to see that no one was above deck to man the helm or tie down. I shouted with renewed strength and with some difficulty, staggered from shutter to door but found them all closed tight. I always felt safest near the stern so began to make my way back, gripping the rope hand over hand as I went. When nearly there, I heard a call and turned to see a fellow at the prow of the ship shouting and waving his arms about desperately. I could not make out his words through the tempest but he held aloft a sword and looked ragged and mean. Whether he shouted threat or invitation I do not know still to this day as I noticed just then to port a huge wave descending upon us and tried to signal him so. He didn’t understand my entreaties and I knew I would never get to him in time, so looking about me smartly, I spotted a hold door just behind and finding it unlocked, dived into it as the massive wave crashed down upon us. 
CHAPTER 6

The first thing I noticed was the smell. Moist, fetid and almost tangible, it was quite unlike anything I had ever experienced and soon wished I ever had. There was a hint of putrid meat or flesh, a pungent, clammy odour of decay about the cabin. Sitting up I realized that I must have banged my head on the descent and rubbing the sting, felt warm blood oozing freely. I reasoned that I had knocked myself out and been away for some time as it was dark as coal in the cabin and the chill catching me by surprise made me start to shiver again. I assumed I was in the Captains quarters but all port holes and windows must have been covered as there was no light. As my eyes slowly accustomed, I looked up and nearly leapt out of my skin, for surrounding me, not three or four steps away, were a multitude of gleaming eyes, all set staring upon me. There must have been forty in all; yellow and sick, like a dying cat’s. I jumped back thinking that I’d entered some animal’s cage and hastily made to climb back on deck when they pounced and were upon me in a flash. I could see only their eyes as three of them secured me by some unknown means, and both my arms and neck were held fast. A pair of eyes came close to mine, jaundiced and ill, shining it seemed with some malevolent light from within. The dark crimson pupils seemed to cry out at me as if holding me to blame for all the pain in Gods universe and I could hear it moving about my face, exploring, sniffing like a beast. With the creature so near the stench intensified. Its breath was rank like rotting fish or offal. I struggled for freedom, more fearful than you can imagine. What creatures were these, I tried to reason, some new beast from the jungles of Africa or the Americas? But try as I might, they held me secure with grips like manacles and just when I’d set in my head that they were beasts, the one closest to me spoke.
-Do not eat him just yet.

From around the cabin there was a collective roar of what seemed to be disapproval. Surely they could not mean me? The vices around my wrists contracted just then and I could feel sharp claw like pincers pierce my flesh.

-I said NO!

The same creature screamed out and my wrists and neck were immediately released. I fell to the floor, cowering in a ball, whimpering, half-mad. I had knocked my head, this must all be a dream, this could not be, this could not be real! From the back of the room I heard one chuckle and say.

-Come, let us light a torch and let him see us.

I could hear a flint being struck somewhere and silhouettes formed as the torch took flame at the rear. It was passed forward from one to the other and for the first time the full horror became clear to me. They rested on their haunches like felines yet looked like animated corpses. Within those few brief moments as the light was brought forward, I came for the first time to believe in God. For unmistakably these were Demons, so vile and despicable their form, and if such creatures were loosed from hell, then there must be a God. But he was clearly far from all-powerful.
Their skin was of a pus-like tone, with green shades about the nose, eyes and mouth. And the mouths! Still today I gag to think on them so horrible were they. Pulled wide at the edges with cracked, grey lips and tongues long, black and awful. Their heads rolling forward or back, so that they looked either up at you, or down at you, but never straight ahead, as their protracted tongues flicked about their nose or chin, slithering wet.

I nearly fainted then so strong was their impression and I realised for the first time that the only warmth in the cabin came from the flame. Before that it was as cold as a crypt, a room full of creatures that gave off no heat! Every sense shouted to me that this was not real, until my mind could take no more and something within suddenly gave, like the coil in a clock wound too tight, it snapped and unravelled and within a moment everything had changed. I no longer felt fear or confusion as I had passed to a different place, beyond reason and beyond the senses.
My tense shoulders fell and my desperate hands unclenched as I became uncaring of danger or pain. With no thoughts for my own safety I became almost cocky in their presence.

-What manner of beasts be you?

Said I, nonchalant but loud, as if enquiring directions from urchins on a street corner.
They were non-plussed and somewhat taken aback by my change in manner. The one nearest me smiled and indicating to another, asked if I would have some food and wine, then added, almost under his breath, that it was useless to them anyway. I would have preferred a fast, sturdy boat heading as far away from them as possible, but I hadn’t eaten in days and sometimes dining with monsters is better than not dining at all. I was led to a seat into which I slumped and presently cold meats were brought before me with water and wine. As I wolfishly threw the food down into my stomach they stared at me intently, curious at every move I made. It abruptly occurred to me that they were perhaps fattening me up before devouring me and in my befuddled state this seemed to me humorous. I laughed out loud, spitting some bread out onto the table before me. Their eyes widened at this as if fascinated by my behaviour and with a mouthful of food still I spurted out to no one in particular.
-When you said not to eat me earlier, what exactly did you mean?

They looked to each other in some confusion and there was a chorus of mutterings as they conferred. Out of the hubbub I eventually recognised the voice of the one who had spoken before.

-I meant that we shouldn’t drink your blood just yet, for it is blood on which we usually feed.

I pondered on this for a while then stretched out my arms and let out the loudest yawn in all my days. I was too tired to take this in and after finishing my victuals it seemed like the perfect time to have a nap. I rested my head down and started to get myself comfortable. As the doze came to take me I could hear fervent whisperings again and one creature started to laugh softly as I pulled my jacket over me and drifted off into oblivion. 
CHAPTER 7
I don’t recall what I dreamt then but I know it wasn’t a nightmare like I had been used to the previous couple of weeks. It was deep is all I remember for when I awoke, I had, for a time, no recollection of where or who I was. There was an oil lamp burning low on a table near me and as I made out the huddled forms lying around the cabin, faint echoes of memories started to reverberate about my brain. What came to me was too fantastical and I thought it but imaginings or visions brought on by hunger. This was almost settled when, from the corner of my vision, I spotted a pair of yellow eyes and blood red pupils glaring at me. I remembered all then, I was on the hell ship Melissa. I audibly groaned at the realization of my predicament and the chill clammy hand of fear gripped me once again. I tried not to stammer.
-Who are you?

-It is not important who I am. We are Legion. We must continue.

His voice seemed hollow and without end and I started to softly whimper thinking my soul lost.
-Be still and keep quiet. I amongst have kept awake to watch you. You can assist us. We must continue.

I did as it said trying to keep some composure whilst all the while he moved ever nearer to me. Its loathsome form and stench sickened me and he saw this clearly and bent down to face me.

-Not long ago, I was like you, full of doubts and fear. When it swooped down upon us we changed and became as one and its history became ours. You think me despicable but I have evolved into something far more than human. Your people hate us for that. Jealous of our power and beauty.
Despite my fear I composed myself, keeping in check the bile that wished to erupt from my throat.
-What do you want with me?

I mumbled trying not to stammer. The creature smiled as it came nearer still and I knew not where to cast my eyes as each part of its visage was terrible to look upon.

-We would want to eat you. But we would want you to preserve also. You helping to preserve us will help you so that cannot be wrong, yes?

I knew the thing had asked me a question but for the life of me was incapable of answering. For a moment I was reminded of my interview with Mr Benson. It seemed like years since that day so far I had come. It could sense my confusion, so resting in front of me on its haunches it began to explain to me more clearly.

-We are at war. A mutiny has taken place and we wish to end the hostilities. But the animals on the other side of the ship are fearful beasts and would rather we all perish. These are men like yourself but even more pitiful. Half starved and diseased they are maddened into attacking us, blind to the notion that they cannot win. They even attacked us with fire the fools, trying to smoke us out of our den when we have no need for breath but we all need the wood this ship is built upon. We only eat when we need to so we could simply wait for them to starve. But their constant sallies are taking from us gradually. This makes no sense to us so we would wish a truce. We have tried to open talks with them but they are deaf to our entreaties. We must continue. And that is why we need you. You will be the go-between and you will continue also, yes?
I nodded numbly.

-Good. The day has broken so they will be awake and plotting already. Will we be wrong and you join them? That would be folly for they would all perish and you would die slowly and painfully. I would see to that. But through your fear I can see the fears of your future and they are many and horrible I both regret and am glad to say. You will get through this and continue.

He picked me up from my bunk and half carried me to the steps that led to the main deck whilst whispering in my ear.
-We are nearing a group of islands known to us and wish for but one small boat to leave this accursed craft. Though you fear me I can sense that in another place and time we might have been comrades. We might have allowed you to join us and you would have known the joy the Legion.

With that, he unbolted the hatch and threw me upwards so swiftly I had just the time to look back and in the shaft of light shining down notice the remnants of his tattered uniform. I lifted my arms above me before being sprung through the hole into the blinding light on deck. The creature with which I had been conversing had formally been the Captain of the Melissa.
CHAPTER 8
It took some time for my eyes to adjust from the thick blackness of the hold, but after a few blinks I began to make out blurred shapes and rose to my feet gingerly. It was a dull overcast day with a blustery but warm wind flapping the few sails left untied. There was no one on deck and I wondered how the Legion could possibly know where the ship was heading as it floated aimlessly, uncoarsed through the oceans. Then of a sudden, my senses seemed to wake as I realised I was free from them. I breathed in deep the fresh sea air and stretched my arms out wide overjoyed to be alive. I started to run to the aft of the ship, shouting out to my fellow man, gladdened to be away from the monsters down below. When I reached the stern I shouted out once again but was greeted with a blow to my back and fell to the floor. I looked up and found I was surrounded by the roughest bunch of fellows I had ever encountered. One kicked me and bending over leered at me suspiciously.
-He doesn’t look like one of them.

-Kill him now! 

Another shouted raising his stick to strike me. My elation soured as I saw their frowns of fear and contempt.

-Please! I am one of you. Show mercy.
This confused them and as I looked from face to face I saw how starved and desperate they were. Each had some mark or affliction from battle or hunger, each face was drawn and gaunt.

-I am one of you.

I repeated to placate their fears. As I made to stand a few jumped back warily one brandishing a dagger unconvincingly.

-Who leads you?

No one answered, but a gangly bearded fellow coughed and approached from the rear. Wordlessly the raggedy gang shuffled aside to let him through.
-How is it that you are still alive after their company? From where did you appear as if by magic?

Seeing it best that I answered their questions before asking my own, I began to relate my tale as told to you thus far. When I had finished, the bearded fellow merely snorted and shouted.

-Bind him!

I jumped to my feet as they made to grab me. 
-They are strong, but they only wish now to be left in peace!

One man slowly strode forward and pointed a bony finger at me. He was wearing a crucifix and dressed in black and before he even spoke, I took him to be a religious man.

-Have you not seen the demons? Have you not seen on what it is they feed? What kind of a man are you that would have us live in peace alongside the Devil?
I was leapt on and man-handled as they tied and dragged me down below deck. Here it was worse than in the creatures den. Many men lay about moaning and coughing, unable to walk so ill were they. Dirt and vomit was everywhere but still the reek of death leered through. Here it was more pungent and somehow alive. While the Captains quarters had stunk like hell itself, it had been a still, dank odour, here Death was dancing form man to man, dizzy and bloated. An orgy of decay. I could control my stomach no longer and retched onto the leg of one of my captors, a bald, ugly fellow with a bright red face. He cursed my mother and started to punch and kick me in a rage. I would have died but that he had little strength left and after a while started to slow and wheeze with the exertion. Leaving me in a pool of my own blood and bile they departed as I screamed after them.

-Listen to me fools. You won’t beat them!

But my entreaties fell on deafened ears. Straining my ears I could hear them plotting their next attack on the creatures hold. They were to set alight bags of Hessian soaked in spirits and forcing the hatch, try again to smoke the Legion out. They shouted to one another half crazed, encouraging and boasting of how many of the monsters they would destroy. They seemed ignorant or blinded to the dangers of razing the whole boat and thus destroying themselves. They were beyond reason and looking around me I wondered if I might have been better throwing in my lot with the blood drinkers.

The battle lasted for some and when they returned their numbers had dwindled considerably. I was not sorry to see that both the red faced man and the preacher were absent. The beleaguered crew traipsed down into the hold, battered and weary. Their ploy had failed again and I could see they didn’t have much of a fight left in them. After they had rested for a time I decided that then would be the right moment to try again with my entreaties. I rolled myself into a sitting position and asked if they would loosen my binds which were mightily tight and cutting into my wrists. A mangy looking lad, younger even than me, looked around the room and seeing no signs of disapproval bent down and untied them completely. I rubbed my wrists and thanked the boy heartily.
-Have you no food?

I asked, knowing the answer. A couple of chaps looked up from their sorrows and laughed scornfully. To get them to agree to my plan I had to be careful with my words.

-These creatures... like you… I know not what they are. But they no more want to perish than you. They wish only that you would leave them be for two days then they will take the largest of the shoring boats and be gone from your sights forever. 
Just a few looked up at me as I began my speech, but by its end nearly all were listening and I knew I had them. 

-Give them the peace they want and the boat also and perhaps we will all live to see our families once again. They have food that they have no need for and if you continue to insist on fighting them, they will annihilate us all.
This time there were mutters of assent with one saying that they had nothing to lose anyway. The gangly bearded chap who had assumed leadership and treated me so harshly before, this time looked beaten. He looked around to the faces of his men then turned to me and with a tired nod spoke.

-Tell them we wish for a truce. If they don’t attack us, we will leave them also.

And so I was untied and set back up on deck. None followed as I walked across the empty, cursed ship and made my way to the hold of the demons. 
CHAPTER 9
I am not sure today I would have the strength I had then in my youth and ignorance to face those beasts again. I was willingly returning to the place that contained all my horrors and fears, the place that I had been so relieved to flee from only hours earlier. But it had to be done or all would be lost in the senseless attrition between the Melissa’s two forces. When I reached the hatch I saw the detritus of the battle; the charred wood and pools of congealing blood. One of the creatures lay face down on deck, its body hacked to pieces, its right arm nearly severed. I shivered at the sight then braced myself for the horrors I was about to behold and banged on the cover whilst shouting my name and purpose there. I was told to enter and taking a final consoling breath opened the hatch and descended.

Closing the cover over as instructed I felt my way down the ladder and reaching the bottom turned to the room and stated the other partys decision. I was left in darkness so could not witness their reaction and the Legion remained silent for some time. Eventually I asked for the cabin to be lit, a request I regret to this day still, for when candles were brought a fearsome sight presented itself. Just to my left four of the creatures were kneeling on the floor around the preacher man who was spread eagled and appeared to be dead. Their long black tongues, like snakes had wrapped themselves about his wrists and ankles and were draining the blood from him.

They were feeding!

At his head another wait its turn its tongue flicking about the face expectantly. To my horror, it impatiently shoved his neighbours for them to make room, then lowered himself down to the holy mans neck. Around this still was his crucifix which seemed to disturb the new feeder. He snapped the silver chain and threw the cross to the other side of the room, then began in earnest. When his tongue wrapped twice around the neck it tightened violently and I could just see some needle like spines emitting from the tongues base and piercing the skin with the contraction. Then as it hunched its shoulders with the exertion I could make out the poor mans blood being siphoned from his form round and round the spiralling tongue into the beast. As I looked on with revulsion I saw something that made my blood chill. The preacher’s eyes opened! For just a moment they drew wide with terror. They pleaded with me then fluttered closed again in what could have been agony or ecstasy.
My stomach was too empty to retch. All I was capable of was gagging pathetically as I staggered back, falling onto a stool behind me. My previous interlocutor stepped forward and placed its hands on my shoulders as I, dumbstruck, looked up at him like a child or penitent.

-We make no apologies for what you see. This man would have had us all burnt alive. He deserves a painful death yet we show mercy. He can feel nothing, but I’m glad to say he is all too aware of what is happening to him and will be ‘til the end. You do not understand our ways nor ever will.

-I do not wish to.

I stammered with vehemence. He smiled at me pityingly and stared into my eyes.

-Perhaps that is for the best. 
Like a ghost I left them then. Emotionless and white I climbed the steps and replaced the hatch. I had no wish to return to my fellow humans nor to remain with the Legion. I merely nodded to the boy who was watching out for my signal then stayed alone amidships. After some time I looked up and saw the crows nest, distant, high and inviting. I climbed to it and there I stayed for most of the next two days. All I wanted was some peace and solitude, aloft, away from all the madness below.
Long after the sun had set the Legion made its way up onto deck. Like silver snakes in the clear bright moonlight I could see them moving about, darting to and fro. One visited me after a time, bringing me food and water and a good thick blanket. No words were exchanged but I was grateful. Through the night they hoisted and closed the sails, guiding the ship to I knew not where. Then just before sunrise, one by one they would disappear, back to their hold. Not many of the humans ventured out during the day by my reckoning. Some could have for I slept sporadically waking only for food and to relieve myself. They were mostly too weak and afraid I thought. Little did I know what they were plotting. Again the next evening the same creature climbed up to me and brought me food. He could not have been much older than me though I say honestly, I knew not whether he was alive or dead. In the two days I remained there, I was shown more humanity and care by the beasts than by the rest of the crew. 
Then on the third evening the Legion came out earlier than usual. They steered the ship for nearly four hours before closing the sails and throwing anchor. This last time the same creature brought me food and water but now it was in abundance and I knew they were leaving that night. My mind was muddled trying to reconcile these unholy creatures with the generosity they had shown me. They drank the blood of humans yet in some respects they were more human than my brethren on the other side. After lowering the shoring boat they set it into the sea and cast off into the night. From my crows nest I saw them leave and wondered if I would ever again come across such creatures as these.

Then of a sudden I heard a tumultuous cry as the crew from the aft poured forth from their hole each brandishing a flaming torch. Running to the starboard they began to hurl their torches at the fleeing boat. Most missed but two, then three, then five torches hit there target. It hadn’t rained for several days and the shoring boats sail and timber were like tinder as it caught alight rapidly and with devastating results. With surprising sadness I realised that the crew must have soaked the boat with kerosene earlier that evening. The Legion panicked, so caught by surprise were they. As the boat began to ignite beneath them their clothes caught alight and as some burned others dived screaming into the ocean. Back on deck half the crew jumped into action, weighing anchor and casting off, hoisting the sails and steering away from any of the Legion survivors, whilst the rest kept watch with their torches, peering down to the waters making sure none of the creatures swam back to try and climb on board.
CHAPTER 10
To my knowledge none among the Legion survived. I nurtured a seething hatred for the surviving crew which I could barely disguise. Remnants of this still survive to this day. Where others see kindness and sympathy, I see trickery and corruption. A deep sense, an understanding of the essentially hollow nature of man prevails in my soul. I have no need for hope or salvation, I have no wish to see the ‘son of man’ on my demise. He holds no attraction for me. When I die I wish to be thrown into a ditch and forgotten before the crows have had my eyes. I spoke little to them for the rest of the voyage so sullen and morose I had become, my only companion the young boy who had untied me. He followed me around like a lost pup, sharing my food with me and sleeping near. He had become a mute due to his experiences on the Melissa and I realised that he would surely fade away if no one were to take him under their wing. He became my travelling companion and valet and I freely admit he helped save me as much as I saved him, for without a soul to care for I would surely have lost my own.
We sailed for another eight days before sighting the Jamacas and we left the pack to make up what stories they would. From there we got the first boat to the Americas where I became a merchant and prospered quickly. Never again would I set foot on board ship or the boy converse. We had our burdens to bear and we would carry them until the end of our days.

Many months later, after I had set myself up in business and had some success, with a lawyer in Boston town I tracked through a London firm the wife of the Captain of the cursed ship Melissa. Since his death she had fell on hardened times so I arranged for her a modest annuity and enclosed a note. I know not what she had been told by her husbands firm, but through careful wording I revealed that I had known her husband in his final days. I said he had been a noble man and had shown me great kindness. I felt I owed him and her, at least this.
                                                           THE END

