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The day on which this story begins was the same as any other that took its place amongst the calendars of that ancient year. The sky was deep blue and cloudless and the wind had charged its family of adolescent breezes with the task of keeping the air cool rather than carry out the task itself. Instead, it had chosen to rest its head in readiness for the vigorous season of rain that would follow later that autumn. For now, the sun would reign virtually unchallenged throughout the summer months, and for the residents of the glorious city of Kuantan, which lay on the shores of what would one day become known as the South China Sea, it would be remembered as the hottest summer they has ever known.


Not that anyone was keeping records of course as these were lawless and difficult times in the history of the evolving world; life was at a premium and those who survived had more on their minds than the heat of the day. Diseases then unknown to man often sprang out of the atmosphere and wiped out hundreds in a matter of weeks and fishermen were sometimes taken by the extraordinary creatures that swam into their nets. On occasion, a fisherman’s body was found on the shore with wounds made by mouths that defied all description. The women of Kuantan simply crossed themselves at such times and the body was thrown back into the sea in the hope that this would be accepted as an offering and they would be left to trawl their stretch of sea in peace. Keeping the body for the family to bury was seen as an invitation for the creatures to come from the sea to finish their feasting. Sometimes this worked, though doubtless because of luck rather than good judgement.


On this day, which was hotter and stiller than ever, a man and his son were walking barefoot along the scorched sands of the beach that in those days ran for almost the entire length of the coastline. The man, Perek, was not originally from Kuantan. He had been born and raised further north in Kazakhstan and had earned his living, as many had, as a fisherman on the Aral Sea. He had come here only three years ago when the death of his beloved wife, coupled with a poor year’s fishing, had forced him to up sticks and move south to a more prosperous area. It had been for the sake of his son Rumi more than anything as the boy was only ten years old and had found the loss of his mother a heavy burden to carry. Perek had heard many stories of Kuantan over the years and at first, the thought of moving to such a place was a daunting one, let alone the hazards of the journey to get there. But he had soon found work with the sheep and cattle traders and quickly grew to enjoy the bustling life of the city, even though it was a world away from the life he’d known.


Perek and Rumi had gone down to the shore that late afternoon in the hope of finding a cooling sea breeze, but found it as hot down here as it had been in the city. Perek reached into the pocket of his tunic and pulled out a small bottle which he handed to the boy.


‘Here,’ he said. ‘Drink some water.’


Rumi took the bottle and drank from it. He then amused his father by wiping his hand on the back of his sleeve; something his mother would have chastised him about. ‘The sea looks strange,’ the boy said as he handed the bottle back to Perek. ‘You feel it too.’


Perek didn’t argue as the boy was right. He’d never seen a sea so flat, so lifeless. It was barely making a sound as it caressed the shore with gentle ripples rather than the rolling waves that normally cascaded onto the sand.


‘There’s something out there,’ Rumi said suddenly. Perek turned to look at him but the boy didn’t return his gaze. He continued to stare out across the sea.


‘What do you mean?’ Perek asked.


‘Sea monsters,’ Rumi replied. ‘That’s what the fishermen’s wives all say.’


‘Take no notice,’ Perek replied, wiping the sweat from his brow. ‘It’s all nonsense. People have been fishing in these waters for years.’


‘Yes, but –’


‘Son,’ Perek interrupted him quickly and gently stroked the boy’s hair. ‘There’s no such thing as sea monsters. Put it out of your head; you won’t be sleeping at night.’


Now the boy did turn to look at him and in an instant, Perek was reminded of his darling Xanthi, such was the boy’s likeness to his late mother. When father and son locked eyes in moments such as this, it was almost like she was reborn.


‘Tell me something Son,’ said Perek, quickly pushing that thought away. ‘Do you still think of Kazakhstan?’


‘At first, all the time,’ Rumi replied. ‘Not so much now.’


‘Do you miss it?’


‘A little, do you Father?’


‘It was certainly cooler…’


‘Hey, look, over there.’


Rumi was pointing to an object that was lying on the sand close to the water’s edge. Before Perek could say or do anything, his son set off across the sand towards the object and picked it up. He turned around and held it up for his father to see. It was a fossilised Ammonite shell.


‘Isn’t it beautiful,’ Rumi grinned.


Perek nodded. A short distance away, the sand gave way to a more rocky section of the beach. An age ago, the Ammonite had probably got itself caught on the rocks as the tide went out. In his mind’s eye, Perek could see the seabirds surrounding the stricken creature, ravenously ripping the flesh out of the shell.


‘Can I keep it?’ Rumi asked.


‘Of course.’


‘I’ll wash the sand off it.’


As Rumi skipped down to the water, Perek’s eyes were drawn to the sea and he began to frown. Maybe his eyes were being tricked by the reflection of the light off the water, or his brain was confused by the searing heat, but it appeared that the dormant sea had suddenly come to life. There was an agitation on the surface that had not been there minutes ago, even though there was no evidence of an increase in the wind. At the shoreline, small waves were now breaking the eerie silence and further out, small clusters of white spume could be seen amidst the deep blue water. Above, even though still cloudless, the sky had taken on a hazy sheen that has turned the sun into an orange orb as it set off on its downward journey towards the high rock formations that decorated the western horizon. The whole scene was innocuous enough, breath-taking even; but for some reason Perek was suddenly overcome with anxiety. He looked back at his son and was alarmed to see that he had abandoned his shell and had paddled into deeper water a little further from the shore.


‘Rumi!’ he cried. ‘Stay where you are.’


His son, however, either failed to hear or chose not to. The latter most likely: something else he’d inherited from his mother.


Perek called after Rumi again and began to wade into the water after him. This time Rumi did turn around. He was grinning at his father and pointing into the water.


‘It feels so cool,’ he shouted. He leaned forward and began to splash water onto his face, not caring that he was wetting his shirt and breeches as he did.


Perek had got close to him now and could see that the sea was darker a short distance from where Rumi was standing.


‘Be careful Son,’ he said. ‘The sea bed drops away sharply there. Remember, you cannot swim.’


‘You could teach me,’ Rumi chuckled.


‘Yes, but not now…it’s time to go.’


The tide was gaining in strength now and Perek felt considerable force in one particular wave as it crashed into his legs; the under current that followed tugged at his feet in the opposite direction, as if they had been grabbed by an unseen force that was trying to drag him under. He threw out his arms to steady himself and looked towards his son. Rumi also stumbled momentarily as the water began to unsteady him. He glanced back at Perek and grinned; unlike his father, he was enjoying the attentions of the tempestuous waves.


‘This is so wonderful,’ he chuckled.


Happy that his feet were secure for the moment, Perek stumbled the short distance between himself and his son and stood next to him. While Rumi splashed and chuckled in the foaming waves, Perek looked around. There were some rocks nearby which they could climb onto and make their way back to the shore that way; the waves were crashing onto the sand at the shoreline now and retracing their steps back to the beach looked treacherous. He’d never seen the sea – any sea – go from one extreme to another in such a short space of time and he was convinced that such a change in behaviour was far from natural. He took hold of his son’s arm as gently as he could; despite his own fears he didn’t want to panic Rumi any more than he needed to.


‘Come on Son,’ he said. ‘Climb up onto those rocks. We can make our way back to shore that way.’


Before Rumi could answer, Perek began to lead him towards the rocks; however, as soon as he had taken no more than two steps, the sea bed fell away suddenly and he stumbled sideways, inadvertently pulling Rumi with him. For one awful moment he felt Rumi’s hand slip from his grasp and his son disappeared under the waves. Perek shouted the boy’s name and got to his feet. He turned wildly in all directions, but the activity of the waves had turned the sea eerily opaque and whereas minutes earlier they had been wading through crystal clear water, the surface was now impenetrable. Two waves hit him almost simultaneously, knocking him effortlessly off his feet and plunging him into the cool water. Perek thrashed his arms and kicked his legs until his feet found purchase on the sand beneath. He then threw himself upright and, gasping for air, frantically wiped the stinging, salty seawater from his eyes and nose. Shouting his son’s name again, Perek plunged his hands into the water and tried to feel for his son; but suddenly there was a break in the waves in front of him and Rumi’s soaked hair emerged from beneath the surface, followed by his panicked face and thrashing arms. Perek lunged towards him and grabbed him under the arms; he then staggered towards the rocks and lifted Rumi up until the boy’s kicking feet found purchase on the surface. Rumi fell forward onto his knees and began to cough up small sprays of seawater. Perek hauled himself up and lay beside him.


‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I lost my footing.’


Rumi looked back at him and nodded. Then he rolled over and fell onto his back.


‘Are you well?’ Perek asked, reaching out to him. Rumi took his father’s hand


‘There’s….something…. down there,’ he gasped.


Perek sat up. ‘What?’ he asked.


‘In the sea,’ Rumi replied. ‘There’s something…in the sea.’ The boy spoke with no drama; it was a simple statement of fact.


Perek opened his mouth to question him, but then glanced towards the waves that now crashed with force against the rocks upon which they lay. The sun was nearing the western horizon now and the sky had gone from a clear blue to a glowing red, which in turn had turned the distant rock formations into black silhouettes. The South China Sea resembled water in a pot that was about to come to the boil.


Frowning, Perek slowly got to his feet and made his way to the edge of the rocks. Below him, the waves were breaking with such force, the spray was reaching his legs and splashing against his shins. He instinctively took a step back as he suddenly found himself not wanting the cooling touch of the water on his sun-baked skin, no matter how soothing it felt. Out of the corner of his eye, Perek was sure he saw movement in an area of deeper water. He gasped slightly and stared hard into the frothy waves, barely blinking. He was certain that there had been animation in the water, if only for the briefest of moments; but the shadows lay still now that his gaze was upon them, their outlines distorted only by the motion of the waves that glided above them. Perek willed the sea to be calm for even the briefest of moments, so he could make better sense of what he thought he was seeing; but the sea was mischievous now, like an errant child hiding something from a suspicious adult and after a while Perek began to doubt what he had seen after all. Despite this, he watched for as long as he could until his eyes and head began to ache as the reflections that danced on the surface assaulted his senses; then, deciding that the waves were playing tricks on his eyes, he reluctantly turned away and went to his son. He knelt beside him. Rumi was breathing easier now, but he was still more than a little shaken after his ordeal. Falling into deep water was frightening when you couldn’t swim.


‘Come on,’ Perek said, stroking his son’s head. ‘Let’s go home.’


And so father and son clambered along the rocks and made their way to the beach. Behind them, inhuman eyes watched from amongst the rolling waves.


2


Though Rumi slept soundly that night, Perek did not. Thoughts of the day’s events kept him from slumber for most of the night and when sleep eventually did come to him, it departed just as quickly, leaving him wide awake and staring into the darkness once again. It was little wonder: his head was full of visions of the shadows in the sea and how Rumi had talked of sea monsters and what he might have seen beneath the waves. Perek hadn’t pressed him on the subject any further that evening, much as he had wanted to, as the boy had been tired. Now, however, as he listened to the breeze that played amongst the trees outside, Perek regretted not doing so; mostly because he feared that Rumi would now be reluctant to return to the subject now it belonged to a day that has passed them by. He dearly wanted to know what had caused his son to think he had seen something so unusual. But… had he? The visibility would have been far from good beneath the waves and a young boy of Rumi’s age could imagine anything when traumatised.


There’s something down there…


The more he thought, the more Perek heard a statement of fact rather than simply the words of a traumatised child. There was no adolescent fantasy about sea monsters now and Perek was convinced that Rumi had been serious. Staring at the ceiling, Perek knew that the only thing left for him to do was to talk to his son come the morning.


Despite the gravity of his thoughts, thinking things through had cleared his head and Perek finally felt himself drifting into sleep as tiredness began to take over. It wasn’t long before he was sleeping as soundly as his son.
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Though Rumi did appear a little quiet when he came down for breakfast, he seemed to show no other ill effects from the previous evening. All the same, Perek wasn’t happy about Rumi being on his own while he went to work. Normally, this wouldn’t have been a problem, as Rumi was a sensible boy and always stayed around the house, sometimes doing light chores, sometimes playing with his friends. This morning however, as he slowly munched on his bread, the boy looked a little lost and distant, as if his thoughts were still amongst the waves of the South China Sea. Perek dearly wanted to talk to him about the events of the previous day, but decided to leave it for a while, maybe until later when he returned from the market.


‘Will you be all right while I go to work today?’ Perek asked


Rumi looked up from his breakfast. ‘Of course?’ he replied, genuinely appearing to be puzzled. ‘Why?’


‘No reason…just after yesterday…’


Rumi smiled and nodded. Once again, Perek could see Xanthi smiling at him through the boy’s features and it was all he could do to prevent his emotions from surfacing. As if sensing this, Rumi looked at him for a moment, then put down his bread, went to his father and hugged him. Perek hugged him back tightly, fighting back the tears that welled against his eyelids. There were times when he felt helpless without his late wife; the feeling of loss was still raw and there were moments when he had no faith in the present let alone the future. But holding the only family he had left in this way reminded him that, although they were alone in the world, they still had each other and that was all he cared about.


‘I will be fine Father,’ Rumi said after a few moments. ‘I fell into the sea that’s all.’


Perek couldn’t help but smile despite his tears; the boy had a way about him that was well beyond his years. He stood back from his son and held the boy’s shoulders.


‘Good,’ he replied. He wiped his face and looked into his son’s eyes: they were glowing with the same youthful vigour that never failed to lift Perek, regardless of his mood. They grinned at each other and Perek ruffled the boy’s hair.


‘I will be back at the usual time,’ he said. ‘If you need me, you know where I am.’


‘I will.’


As his father stepped out of the door, Rumi waited for a few moments and then crossed the room. He slowly peered out of the doorway; his father was making his way through the swarming throng of market folk as they went about their business. It wasn’t long before he vanished completely as the bustling crowd engulfed him like waves closing around a drowning swimmer. Rumi’s thoughts immediately returned to the events of the previous day and again tried to visualise the beautiful creature he had seen before him as he had slipped beneath the waves. Once more, it was beyond the capacity of his simple mind’s eye to recreate an entity so perfect; but what did slip easily into his head was the way it had looked at him in the brief moments he had been in its shadow. Oh…that vision would remain with him forever and with it the feelings that this scrutiny had bestowed upon him; feelings that his body welcomed but his mind did not remotely understand. Rumi found himself suddenly craving for those sensations again; they had been all too brief the day before and the moment had been denied him as his father had plucked him to safety. He now felt his heartbeat accelerate slightly and his breathing become ragged as a subtle anxiety began to take over his body. It was not a fear of what he had seen however, but a mounting dread that a moment in the gaze of the beauty from the sea might never come again. He wanted that sensation again; to feel those eyes upon him once more, even if only for the briefest of moments. Mere seconds in that gaze would be worth a lifetime of yearning. Oh…but what if he also felt its touch? That thought came into his head out of nowhere in an instant and Rumi’s body began to tremble from the profound assault on his senses. He imagined falling into the embrace of the beauty from the sea; and with those thoughts came a moment of aching nostalgia for the mother he had lost. The throes of this pain did not last though; they soon melted away, soothed by the caress of the phantom arms that held him so gently. There was no power here; the beauty was frail and vulnerable, almost a child like himself.


Rumi closed his eyes and let out a long breath in an attempt to calm his already shredded nerves. As he did he shuddered as a watery chill ran through him. He knew he had to go back to the sea. He had to go today, he had to go now. So with no further thoughts of his father, or for himself, he stepped out into the street and began to make his way to the beach.
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Though Perek was in good physical shape for a man of his age, running wasn’t his strongest point. Now, as he sprinted along the bustling streets of Kuantan, he cursed himself for not being able to go any faster. The market had been quieter than usual that morning and a chance conversation with one of his neighbours revealed how Rumi had been spotted wandering along the road that led to the sea. Perek had immediately run away, leaving his bemused neighbour gently coughing in the dust that his feet had kicked up.


Now, as he approached his house, he slowed down to glance inside to see if his son had returned. He knew that he should have gone inside but in his heart he knew that his son would not be there. Seeing no signs of life, Perek turned away and ran towards the sea.


By the time he reached the outskirts of the city, his lungs and legs were starting to ache but the concern for his son lent his body a fortitude that for him was unnatural and despite his discomfort, he kept running at a reasonable pace; but as stone gave way to sand, the energy quickly began to drain from his legs and it was all Perek could do to stop himself from stumbling. In the distance, he could see the waves crashing onto the shoreline and as the sound reached his ears he winced as he remembered the events of the previous day. His gaze wandered towards the rocks and he could now see a diminutive figure sitting facing the sea. Perek stopped and squinted, shielding his eyes from the glare of the sun.


‘Rumi…?’


It was; there was no mistaking the sight of his own son. He immediately began to sprint towards the rocks now, the pain from his exhaustion momentarily forgotten. The sand was wet here and his feet had a better grip. He shouted his son’s name but the boy did not move. He continued to face the sea, as if he had not heard his father’s call, or was choosing to ignore it. Perek had reached the rocks by now and climbed onto them, wincing as he grazed the skin of his feet on the rough surface. He grabbed the boy’s shoulders; Rumi immediately whipped around to face him, as if he had been startled and not aware of his father’s presence after all. Perek instantly saw something strange in his son’s eyes, like he was unhappy at being disturbed. After a few moments, however, his gaze softened.


‘Are you all right?’ Perek asked him. Rumi nodded but said nothing. Then his eyes rolled to the side and his head followed, as if something out in the sea was dragging his gaze towards it, demanding he look. Perek followed Rumi’s stare but all that lay before him was the calm waters of the sea.


‘What is it son?’ Perek whispered.


‘They showed me things….’ Rumi answered. ‘Beautiful things…’


‘Who did?’


‘The Sea People.’


Perek turned back to his son. ‘Rumi,’ he began, ‘what are you –’


‘I thought they were real,’ Rumi interrupted. ‘But they are not. They are ghosts.’


‘What did they show you?’ Perek asked gently. Rumi did not answer. Perek stepped away from him and walked slowly to the edge of the rocks. The sea was calm and showed no signs of the boiling frenzy that had possessed its waves the day before; indeed, the sea had regained its familiar clarity, allowing him to see all the way to the sandy bed below. He scanned the area before him but there was nothing; no shadows, no crashing waves. He then glanced down at the area below where he stood and as he did, something that was not the waves but looked like them - it had their transparency and rolling motion – rose from the surface and wrapped itself tightly around his legs. Before Perek could even do so much as scream, he was dragged down into the sea. Before he could throw his hands behind him to break his fall, his neck crashed against the edge of the rocks. Such was the force of the impact his body went numb instantly from the neck down, but a sensation of searing pain remained to assault his head. He was faintly aware of his son screaming his name, then the cool water closed around him and he was sinking like a sodden leaf, buffeted by the currents as he fell. Seconds later, the thing released its grip from around his legs and he landed with a soft thud on the sand. Beyond all panic now, with the salty water stinging his wide eyes and the pressure in his nostrils becoming excruciating, Perek thrashed his head from side to side, willing his paralysed limbs to come back to life so he could swim back to the surface. But it was pointless; the damage from the impact was so severe, he couldn’t even feel the presence of his arms and legs; it was as if they had become detached from his body, such was the numbness. It was simply a matter of time before the air in his already aching lungs ran out. Knowing that he was beyond saving, Perek ceased struggling and let his head rest on the sea bed.


As he did, however, the pain in his chest instantly vanished. Was that it? Had he died? He tentatively looked around and scanned the sea around him. The water was slightly murkier down here due to the sand thrown up by his clumsy arrival, but that aside, there was nothing untoward; not even a sign of whatever it was that had dragged him down here. He closed his eyes again and thought of his son, screaming for someone to help his father and despite the trauma of his own state Perek silently prayed that somebody good and kind would find Rumi and take care of him.


It was then that the murky waters demanded his attention once more and Perek realised that the darkness in the water possessed a motion that was unnatural; the murk that he had taken to be churned up sand was quickly forming into two vaguely human shapes that were swimming towards him, against the flow of the waves. Then immediately the skin on Perek’s face and neck began to itch. He soon realised that sand, bits of seaweed and other debris from all directions were drifting towards these things; it covered their bodies rapidly and swelled their size before Perek’s astonished gaze. The more this bizarre flotsam alighted on them, the more he could make out their definitive human traits. Though their outlines were haphazard due to their coats of sand, he could clearly see that one was male and one was female. But before he could make any sense of what was happening, they floated into position either side of him, then stopped and hovered there.


‘Look at you,’ said a voice out of nowhere. ‘Just look at you.’


The beings moved a little closer on either side of him, as if studying him more closely. As they did, Perek felt a displacement of water pressing against him. Their appearance was deceptive it seemed, as there was weight and substance behind their coats of sand.


‘So you are an example of all-conquering mankind?’ A voice said. It was coming from the shadow to his left. ‘Not so powerful now are we?’ it added. It was a voice like no other Perek had heard before; it was bland and bereft of character, emotion, or even gender, and this dead and banal tone made Perek’s skin crawl all the way down his body, despite the lifelessness in his limbs. So far the stress of his condition had lent him the strength to keep his mouth firmly closed, his teeth clenched tight; but now, without thinking, he opened his mouth to reply. Immediately water began to filter in between his lips. He closed them instantly and winced as the terrible, bitter taste of seawater filled his throat.


‘Don’t do that you stupid man,’ the shadow said. ‘You’ll drown. You can’t talk to us down here,’ it seemed to gesture towards the sea bed, ‘like you do up there. Just use your head. We’ll hear you.’


Perek understood: these beings wanted him to think what he wanted to say and they would read his mind.


‘That is correct,’ the shadow said.


I’m dead already, he thought. Why would I worry about drowning?


‘Typical,’ the shadow replied, still showing little emotion. ‘Put a human in a tight spot and he’ll roll over and die.’


I’m not dead yet?


‘No, you are not dead yet; nearly, but not quite.’


Who are you? Perek asked.


‘Oh you wouldn’t understand. You are not evolved enough. You are far too human.’


Perek was starting to shiver now as the cool water began to have its way with him. His hands and feet were shaking enough to cause a stir in the surrounding sea. That he had this sensation at all confirmed that death was still somehow biding its time and hadn’t taken him. Maybe Death was loitering nearby, watching this whole show before it came for him.


‘Stupid thought,’ the shadow said. Then without warning it shot forward and stopped barely inches from Perek’s nose. ‘Idiot man!’ it bellowed. Oh, now it was angry; now it showed emotion: the sound resonated through the water with such force that Perek could feel the shock waves in the water all around him; it leant its weight upon him all the more and even though he could feel no heartbeat, panic began to creep through his body. The shadow, however, wasted no time in admonishing him further.


‘Once upon a time,’ it growled angrily, ‘we crawled up off the sea bed and into the mud. Your lot had it easy; you were born with everything you have now. We had to grow legs; we evolved into what we are.’ It stopped for a moment. When it spoke again, its tone had softened. ‘Like I said, you are not evolved enough. Having everything from the beginning means you have gained nothing.’


Look, Perek pleaded, I didn’t ask for this to happen. You grabbed my legs and pulled me down here. I’m paralysed and can’t swim back to the surface.


‘Pity the poor human. Sorry, but I thought you ruled the world. You’re not paralysed, you’re just under our spell. You banged your head a little that’s all; knocked some sense into you, no doubt.’ The shadow let go the slightest of chuckles at this. ‘This planet was ours then you took it from us,’ it went on. ‘Yet you’re nothing like what you think you are. You’re all talk.’


What happens to me now?


‘You’ve got to climb out of the mud my fine human friend. We had to do it without arms or legs; now it’s your turn. If a lowly fish could do it, surely so can a mighty human.’


What about my son? Perek asked. He’s only ten years old. We lost his mother but three years ago. There’s nobody left to look after him.


‘Don’t worry about Rumi,’ the shadow replied. ‘He is safe.’


Shocked as he was by the shadow referring to his son by name, Perek had no time to react. The second shadow, which had so far took no part in the exchange, suddenly floated towards Perek and spread itself over him, like an ethereal blanket being used to cover a corpse. Perek cringed as its rough sandy skin scraped against his own. So this is it, he thought, now I really die. He had no choice but to take in the darkness that now floated before his face, but as he did, his salt sodden eyes widened as a face began to take shape amidst the deep blackness. It was a face that wanted its glory seen, it seemed, as it wasted no time in manifesting itself in front of Perek’s fascinated eyes. It was a woman’s face, young and beautiful; even through the distorting effect of the sea water, its glory glowed bright, but this radiance was countered by the darkness that surrounded it and this gave the woman a sinister look. Despite this however, Perek was sure he could make out a hint of a gentle smile upon her perfect face.


‘Your son means that much to you,’ she said, so suddenly Perek couldn’t help but flinch.


Perek only nodded. He thought about how he was all Rumi had and there would be nobody left to look after him. The woman looked away from him for a moment as she seemed to consider Perek’s thoughts. Her fellow shadow drifted silently behind her. After a while of silent musings, those penetrating eyes swivelled back in Perek’s direction.


‘Watch the seas,’ she whispered.


Before Perek could think about the meaning of this, he suddenly felt his eyes begin to grow so heavy he could no longer keep them open, despite the sting of the seawater. Then his neck, the only working limb left on his body, could no longer hold up the weight of his head, and he was helpless to stop it rolling back and resting face up on the sand beneath. Seawater instantly ran into his nostrils and down his throat causing him to choke. Panic surged through him as it did, incredibly his heartbeat returned, loud fast and heavy. The pain in his chest tormented him as the pressure filled his lungs once more. Perek desperately tried to move his limbs but despite the life returning to the rest of his body, the paralysis in his limbs remained. Unable to hold back the pressure in his chest any longer, Perek’s cheeks swelled and then his mouth let go a torrent of bubbles which quickly danced their way to the surface. A few seconds later his mind went numb and he thought no more.
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The first sight that greeted his half-opened eyes was that of several worried faces peering down at him before a backdrop of early evening sky. Perek couldn’t see his son amongst them and tried to say the boy’s name, only to find that his throat was flooded with seawater. He began to cough violently in an attempt to clear his airway, then several hands grabbed him and roughly threw him onto his side; this enabled him to let go a torrent of sour, salty fluid. He lay on his side for a while, how long for he wasn’t sure, then a hand patted his back and its owner’s voice said:


‘Lucky for you we got you out when we did. Any longer and –’


‘That’ll do!’ snapped a woman’s voice. ‘Not in front of his son.’


Perek lifted his head and squinted against the brightness; there, directly in front of him were the gnarled, sun-dried faces of a group of people who he didn’t recognise.


‘Rumi…?’ he gasped, looking round for the boy.


‘He’s fine,’ the woman said. ‘Don’t worry, you just rest a while. You have been,’ she cast a glance at her colleagues, ‘very lucky.’


As Perek’s eyes adjusted to the hot dry air again, he could see that all the men were soaking wet from head to foot. One of them held out a hand. Perek reached up and took hold of it. Then, as he was about to pull himself up into a sitting position, the sight of his functional hand grasping another brought memories crashing back into his mind like the largest of waves; he drew a sharp breath and stared, shocked and open mouthed at the unison of muscle, bone and flesh. He then remembered the paralysis, the darkness of the sea, the phantom voices.


‘Is everything well?’ the man asked.


Perek pushed those thoughts away now, as there was a more pressing issue to resolve. ‘Where is my son?’ he asked.


‘He’s here,’ someone said. A diminutive figure was ushered through the crowd towards Perek. It wasn’t Rumi.


‘No,’ Perek said with a frown. ‘That’s not my son.’


The people in the crowd exchanged bemused glances. Perek cast his own gaze over them. None of them looked him in the eye.


‘He was the one who called us,’ a man said.


‘He’s right,’ the boy said. ‘I’m not his son. My name is Harkim. I just saw him fall into the water and shouted for him.’


Perek shakily climbed to his feet and took hold of the boy’s shoulders.


‘Did…you see Rumi?’ he asked him.


‘I…don’t know what you are talking about,’ the boy replied coyly. ‘You were alone on the rocks when you fell in.’


‘No,’ Perek replied, wiping his dripping face. ‘That’s not possible. My son was with me.’


Harkim just shook his head and looked down at the ground. Then he turned and retreated back into the crowd. As the people closed around him again, like water over a sinking body, a terrible image came into Perek’s mind. He turned and looked back at the sea, which now rippled as lazily as ever against the rocks.


‘No…’ he said again, though this time he whispered to himself. He stepped a little closer to the edge and peered into the water.


‘Don’t get too close Friend,’ a voice said from the crowd.


‘My son fell in,’ Perek said. It was more to himself then to those around him; but he got a reply nevertheless.


‘Trust us; there was nobody else down there but you.’


Perek turned around. The members of the crowd were looking at him now; all of them, to a man. Nobody shied away from his gaze; it was as if they were challenging him, daring him to call them liars. One of the men stepped forward.


‘Look,’ he said. ‘It’s possible that your son ran off to get help; he’s probably running around the city right now.’


Perek conceded to the logic of this. Rumi was a smart boy for his age and, knowing that he couldn’t have rescued his father single handed, he would try to find someone who could help. He nodded at the man and sighed.


‘Come now,’ the man said, easing Perek away from the water’s edge. ‘You must go home and rest. Your son may even be waiting for you.’


Boosted by this thought, Perek allowed himself to be led away from the rocks and back onto the sand. It was true that he needed to get out of his sodden clothes and rest his head. Rumi was bound to show up soon.


His rescuers walked with him as he made his way back to his modest house that lay nestled in amongst a grove of orange trees. Perek was shaking with nervous exhaustion by the time he arrived on the doorstep. So much so that even the absence of Rumi failed to prevent him from stumbling into the bedroom and collapsing onto his bunk, wet clothes and all.


It wasn’t long before he drifted off into a light sleep, but he woke with a start as someone walked into his bedroom. He lifted his head from the bed; a familiar diminutive figure stood there, silhouetted against the sunset, whose light invaded the room through the far window.


‘Rumi!’ Perek gasped. He swung his heavy legs off the bed and sat up.


‘No…’ the figure replied.


As soon as he heard this, a crushing sensation of despair caused Perek to fall back onto the bed again. It wasn’t his son: it was Harkim. He was holding two cups of herbal tea, one of which he was holding out to Perek.


‘I made myself one,’ he said. ‘I hope you don’t mind.’


‘No, not at all,’ Perek replied. He sat up and took the cup from the boy. Harkim sat himself down on the opposite bunk and began to sip his own drink. They sat in silence for a while, then the boy looked up and stared hard at Perek.


‘What did she say to you?’ he asked. 


The question flummoxed Perek completely. ‘What…?’ he replied. Before he could think or say anything else, the boy jumped up from the bunk and flew across the room at Perek. He grabbed the front of Perek’s tunic and with a strength that was way beyond his years, the boy lifted Perek off his feet and slammed him into the wall. Perek’s cup flew from his hand and bounced across the floor, losing its cargo of herbal tea as it went. He looked down at Harkim. The boy, who clearly was no such thing, calmly held him up against the wall with one hand. His face was not that of a child now; it grimaced with the rage of one much older.


‘What did she say to you?!’ Harkim bellowed. Likewise, his voice had become more resonant, more adult now; something far more powerful, lurked within the innocent figure that held Perek in its grasp.


‘W…who?’ Perek stammered. He could barely comprehend what was happening to him now, particularly after the events of the day.


‘My friend,’ Harkim replied angrily. ‘She spoke to you at the end, before you were pulled from the sea.’


Perek’s eyes widened as he realised just who’s company he was in.


‘She…said to watch the…seas,’ he replied.


Harkim began to shake his head slowly without taking his eyes off Perek.


‘No you won’t,’ he hissed. ‘Don’t even think about it. Leave the city and never come back.’


‘But…my son –’


‘Forget him. He’s gone.’


With that, Harkim, threw Perek across the room. He hit the wall with such force that the impact knocked the sense from him and he fell to the floor, unconscious.


Harkim didn’t move but regarded Perek’s prone form. Behind him, another figure stood in the doorway. It was a woman.


‘You said too much Tabu,’ he said, continuing to stare at Perek. He spoke loudly, as if careless of who may be passing by.


‘I only said to watch the seas.’


‘You shouldn’t have said that.’ Now he turned to face her. ‘It gave him hope,’ he added angrily.


The woman sighed. ‘I know,’ she said. ‘It was foolish.’


This confession seemed to calm Harkim somewhat. He looked back at Perek; he was already beginning to stir from his coma and starting to groan ever so slightly.


‘We must go,’ he said simply.


‘Back to the sea?’ asked Tabu.


‘No.’

		
			Chapter Two

			The Blessed Unknown
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Though Perek’s body had recovered fully from his impromptu dip into the waters of the South China Sea, and his confrontation with the strange child Harkim, his mind had not. Despite the anomalies of the last hours, he was more worried about his missing son than anything else and had since been searching the city and the beach, all to no avail. His friends and colleagues had been polite about his distress but nothing more. It was the harsh reality of life in these times; men, women and children came and went and life went on. Perek, for his part, had slept both soundly and dreamlessly as always, but during the hours of wakefulness his senses were in extremis. During the rare occasions when his mind was distracted from Rumi, his thoughts always returned to his encounter with the strange beings from the sea.


Simply watch the seas, the woman had said. So that, rightly or wrongly, was exactly what Perek decided he would do.


And so, he watched and watched. For the next six days he spent his every spare daylight moment sitting on the same stretch of beach, staring expectantly into the calm waters, waiting for whatever it was he was supposed to be waiting for. He spent those times in a kind of despondent trance, completely oblivious to the seabirds that occasionally shit in his direction or the crabs that nibbled his toes. All he focussed on was the sea, which for its part, simply continued to ripple unspectacularly onto the sands as if nothing untoward had ever happened. Out beyond the rocks, the deeper parts of the sea into which he had fallen looked nothing more than mildly treacherous; even the unpredictable actions of the waves on that fateful day failed to return.


It was not until the morning of the seventh day, with Rumi still missing and his merchant colleagues not expecting him in work until midday, that Perek started to feel decidedly foolish. What on earth was he doing, sitting here specked with bird droppings and hanging on the word of something that could well have been nothing more than the subject of a bad dream. He wondered what his darling wife Xanthi would be thinking.


Yet despite these new emotions, he found that he couldn’t ignore the gentle vibes from the sea and how they commanded his utmost attention. It was as if his line of vision had been chained to the water and that the bond would only be broken when the sea was good and ready. Yet even in his semi somnambulistic state, he could hear his conscience telling him that any more of this would be well beyond the expectations of most sane folk, not to mention the patience of his colleagues. And more importantly, Rumi was still missing.


So by late morning on that seventh day, he cast the chain aside and set off for home, mostly satisfied that he had served his sentence, but partly saddened that nothing magical had risen from the sea to beguile his tired eyes.


Although his house was easily accessible from the beach, Perek decided to give himself a break from staring at water and took a walk along the Watchtower Way, which was a quaint, tree-lined road that led back into Kuantan via a small bridge over the River Pahang. Even though the river flowed into the sea here, it was almost as narrow at the estuary as it was further inland, so the bridge was nothing more than a modest construction that carried foot passengers and the occasional donkey. Today though, it was deserted, along with the rest of the Way, which gave him the ideal opportunity to walk alone in peace and gather his thoughts.


As he stepped out of the heat of the beach, the welcome cool of the shade gently caressed his face and neck, causing him to shudder slightly as his body adjusted. The shade also provided welcome relief from the perpetual glare of the sea and sand and as his eyes became accustomed to the shadows, he spotted the bridge up ahead. In the light that filtered in through the overhead branches, he saw the river glistening as it flowed towards its rendezvous with the sea; and how its reflection danced on the dark stones on the underside of the bridge. However, he could also see that he was not alone in appreciating the scenery: a figure, wrapped in a hooded cloak, was standing on the bridge, looking down into the water. As Perek came closer, the figure sensed his proximity and turned to face him. He couldn’t see the person’s face because of the shadow from the hood, nor could he decipher the age or gender, given the heaviness of the cloak; it was as if the cloak was entirely empty and had formed itself into a human shape. Even the sleeves were that long, they covered the stranger’s hands completely. Before Perek could decide what to do next, a voice, feather light, caressed his ears like a gentle desert zephyr.


‘It is you, isn’t it?’


It was a woman’s voice, no doubt about it, and although it sounded as if it had been spoken only inches from his ear, he knew immediately that it had come from the figure on the bridge. The question completely flummoxed Perek; the plain simplicity of the question seemed to suggest that not only did the woman know him, it appeared that she’d been expecting his arrival.


‘Do…I know you?’ he replied.


‘No,’ the woman replied. ‘My name is Tabu.’ She spread her arms out wide. ‘Don’t be afraid, come closer.’


Though a little more unnerved than he cared to admit, Perek began to walk slowly towards the faceless woman. As he reached the foot of the bridge, he stopped and looked up at her. Her hood tilted forward towards him as she returned his scrutiny. Now there was an ever so slight suggestion of features to be seen, although still not enough to form an accurate picture of her face.


‘Perek,’ Tabu said. ‘You’re looking well, Friend.’ Her voice had lost all of its spiritual echoes now that Perek was within close proximity; she now sounded like any other resident of the city. That, however, did not explain the fact that she knew his name. This perplexity he now voiced.


‘How do you know my name?’ he asked.


The face that he could not quite see continued to peer eerily down at him from within the shadow of the hood; but then, while letting loose what sounded like a sigh, Tabu reached up to take hold of the dark material. In one swift movement, she threw back the hood to reveal the face that she’d kept so well concealed until now. Perek instantly gasped and moaned as shock caused an ice cold tremor to run through his body, causing him to shiver in spite of the warm afternoon air. She was so beautiful, with hair so long and dark and eyes so blue and dazzling, it was amazing that she’d kept them contained out of site within the confines of her hood. For Perek, the recognition was instant. It was the woman from the sea.


Panic set in and he stumbled away from her; despite her beauty, whatever human could breathe air and water in equal measures was no real human at all.


‘No Perek! Wait!’ Tabu called after him. Before he could get his legs moving quickly enough, a light thud sounded in the dust nearby. Tabu had somehow left the bridge and was now crouching in front of him. She immediately straightened and stood tall. Wide eyed, Perek glanced back at the bridge: she must have leapt a distance that would have been beyond a natural human being. Before he could do anything else, she raised her hands.


‘I’m not going to hurt you,’ she whispered. The gentle look in her bright eyes suggested she was genuine. Perek relaxed a little, but remained guarded


‘What are you?’ he asked.


She shook her head. ‘You wouldn’t understand…’ she replied.


‘You…kept me alive, beneath the sea…how?


‘No real feat. You breathed water for nine months once, so your body remembered.’


‘Huh? Fluids in my Mother’s womb, yes; but not sea water.’


Tabu just looked at him and said nothing. That he could silence a creature as miraculous as this with simple common sense only confirmed to Perek that something beyond comprehension had happened to him and his son.


‘What…have you done with my son,’ he asked tentatively.


Before Tabu could answer for herself, a new voice addressed them from somewhere amongst the nearby trees.


‘Enough Tabu,’ it said. It was a male voice and carried the same supernatural resonance Perek had heard from Tabu when she had first spoke to him.


‘Who’s there?’ Perek called out. He took a step towards the trees and peered into the branches, but could see nothing.


‘Run Perek,’ Tabu whispered. She replaced her hood over her head and began to back away from him, her eyes also locked on the trees.


‘What is going on?’ Perek demanded


‘We needed someone who was pure,’ Tabu replied. She wasn’t looking at him; her gaze was still focussed on the trees. Perek could see that there was fear there now. ‘But we’ve got it wrong Perek,’ she went on. ‘He was too young and –’


‘ENOUGH!’


The man’s voice resonated with such fury, Perek was sure that the branches shook.


‘Perek’, Tabu pleaded, ’please go. Run as fast as you can. I’m sorry about your son.’


Before Perek could answer, his eyes were drawn back to the trees and he could barely contemplate what he saw: where seconds ago there had been leaves, there were now hundreds of tiny flames, flickering in the gentle breeze. Each tree in the immediate area glowed as if infested with a thousand fireflies. He was so aghast at this phenomenon, he momentarily forgot the beautiful Tabu; but as his eyes found her once more, she stared at him for a few more moments; then, maybe giving up on him, she turned, walked into the smouldering trees and vanished from sight.


Almost immediately, the tiny flames erupted in a spectacular show of energy and suddenly every tree was ablaze from trunk to uppermost boughs. Perek took a couple of steps backwards to try and distance himself from the searing heat; but its touch seemed to be alive and it caressed his face and neck with a purpose, instead of just blowing against him and dissipating up into the atmosphere. After a few seconds of this, Perek then felt the heat begin to take hold of him and he knew that if he didn’t act fast, his clothes would surely ignite, if not his own flesh. Feeling his eyes and throat turning arid with the heat and his skin beginning to tingle, he looked down at himself; the threads of his breeches and shirt were already glowing. With that, he turned and ran towards the sea. As he did, his clothes yielded to the intense heat and began to burn. Perek screamed and pumped his legs as fast as he could, but the flames quickly made their way through his clothes and took hold of his skin. He reached the water’s edge and threw himself into the placid waves; the salty water immediately found its way into his burns and for a few moments the pain was excruciating. He held his breath and floated there, his heart thudding in his ears and temples. Soon the cool water began to soothe his damaged skin.


There was a strange irony in all this: he was back in the sea again. Yet, instead of bringing strange beings and threatening to take his life, it was now his saviour and was nursing him gently. Perek raised his head and took a breath, then went under again, letting the sea carry him for a few moments longer.


As he floated, his thoughts returned to Rumi. What Tabu had said made no sense to him. What did she want with Rumi? Who was the stranger in the trees? And the child Harkim, who had possessed a super-human powers; what was his part in all this?


‘As I said Perek,’ said a familiar voice, ‘you wouldn’t understand.’


Perek jerked his head out of the water and whipped his body around, searching for the speaker. The sea was empty as far as he could see. Alarmingly, not even one solitary specimen of marine life was in evidence.


‘Where are you?’ he shouted.


‘Stop being so human Perek’ the voice replied. It was doubtlessly the same voice that had come from the trees. ‘Stop using your eyes to look for me.’


‘WHERE ARE YOU?!’


‘All around you; open your head.’


Still Perek could see nothing in the surrounding water and it was so clear, if someone or something had been within thirty feet of him, he would have known. He sent out a thought.


What have you done with my son?


He kept turning in the water, but still saw nothing


‘That’s better Perek, you’re getting the hang of this.’


Perek took another gulp of air and then continued his underwater search for his tormentor. He performed a complete turn; still he saw nothing but clear, blue sea.


What, he repeated in his head, have you done with my son?


‘He’s in a better place then you’ll ever be.’


To Perek, the voice was now frighteningly familiar. Harkim? He thought.


‘The very same.’


What have you done with Rumi?


‘Lord Man, can’t you just let it be?’


Don’t you dare hurt him.


‘Oh mercy me Perek,’ Harkim cried. ‘And what are you going to do about it if I do? You can’t even see me for a start. You can only breathe under water when I let you, so don’t go dealing in petty threats when you don’t even know what you’re dealing with’.


His tone became exceptionally menacing as he spoke, which greatly emphasized his point. Perek however, frightened though he was, refused to be intimidated.


I’ll find you, he replied.


‘Sure you will! Believe me Perek, you are close to me now as you’ll ever be. Don’t fool yourself Friend. This is as good as it gets.’


He was all I had left in the world, Perek countered, trying to appeal to Harkim’s finer instincts, if indeed he possessed any. Initially, he suspected that this had worked, because the answer he received was a world away from the arrogant style in which Harkim had conducted the conversation so far. Indeed, the lull before he spoke again suggested that he had thought hard about the answer.
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