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PROLOGUE
TSUSHIMA STRAIT, JAPAN, 1995
 

It shouldn’t really have happened. If Yuri’s mother hadn’t been away in England visiting her family, then it definitely wouldn’t have happened. She had very clear, very
English
ideas about how children should be treated.  And they most definitely didn’t involve going sea fishing, even if it was supposed to be a beautiful summer’s day.

But her father, who had always secretly wished for a son, had decided he wasn’t going to treat his only daughter as if she were made of glass.  He didn’t often adhere to stereotypical Japanese notions, which was one of the reasons why he’d ended up with a Western woman for a wife in the first place.  If Yuri wanted to act with ‘tomboy tomfoolery’ as her mother so caustically put it, then he certainly wasn’t going to deny her.  So when she had begged him to take her out fishing with him, he didn’t put up much resistance.  Truthfully, he was thrilled.

The day had started out normally enough.  They’d risen early, carefully packing bento boxes for lunch and ensuring they had enough water and suncream to be out all day.  Even her father wouldn’t risk Yuri’s light delicate skin.  The other fishermen had called out jovial greetings, with a few murmurs and raised eyebrows at Yuri’s presence, when the pair had boarded the little boat.  Her father had beamed cheerfully at them all, dipping forward into a series of little bows as he did so.  Yuri tried to copy him, her face a picture of tight concentration.

‘Sugoi, Yuri-chan,’ he murmured to her under his breath.  ‘Well done.’

A warm glow spread through Yuri’s body, setting her fingers and toes tingling.  She darted up onto the deck, kicking off her sandals so that she could feel the smooth warm wood under her bare feet.  Then she quickly stowed her stuff inside the small cabin and stood beside her father as he checked off the equipment, occasionally picking up a lure or net and turning it over in his large lined hands.

‘It’s important to be prepared,’ he said softly, sensing her impatience to get underway.  ‘We must respect the sea.’  His eyes glinted.  ‘Susanoo will get angry if we don’t.’

Susanoo was the Japanese god of sea and storms.  Yuri’s father often invoked him while her mother expressively rolled her eyes in the background.  Yuri loved watching the biting backplay between her parents during such moments.  Their conversations would regularly take the form of familiar bickering, invariably ending with her mother’s skeptical ‘so desu ka’ and her father’s amused rejoinder of ‘so desu ne’, followed by a brief brush of his lips on hers, and a flicker of contented pleasure in both their eyes.

‘Honto desu ka?’ she asked.  ‘Really?’

Her father ruffled her hair.  ‘Honto desu.  Really.’

Despite his slow careful movements, it was still dark when they finally set sail.  Yuri revelled in the sounds of the sea as they slid away into the open water.  There were many who would suppose that unless chatter filled the small boat, there would be silence.  But instead there was a harmonious symphony; the creak of the boat, the lapping of the water, her father blowing out air from his cheeks as he attended to the tiller, and the occasional distant shout travelling across the salty still air from another nearby vessel. 

By the time the sun finally decided to announce itself, their little boat was already far out to sea.  The wind was picking up, causing Yuri to dig into her little bag to find a ragged elastic bobble to keep her hair out of her eyes and mouth.  Her father glanced upwards as if watching the gusts, then nodded firmly to himself.

‘We’ll anchor here,’ he called out.

Yuri grinned.  Now that the day was light, and the horizon clear, it was apparent they had left the other working boats far behind.  Even the shore of home was imperceptible.  There would be no interruptions to their special day together.  Her father pulled out a small transistor radio and turned it on, filling the little boat with the tinny sounds of the Japanese pop music he knew Yuri loved.  Then they got to work, setting up the fishing tackle and getting down to the business of the day.

Her father’s movements were slow and methodical.  As a salaryman, he rarely had the opportunity to take his own father’s old boat out to the sea, meaning that his own skills at the demanding art of fishing were rusty and tempered by years of working in an office, rather than out on the open water.  It wasn’t long before he found his rhythm, however, gently directing Yuri to set the lines and cast the lures.  When a yellowtail finally caught one of the lines, he allowed her to try and pull it in, his own arms curving round hers to help should need be.  It was a small fish though, and typical of these waters.  Eventually he stood back and watched, pride in his eyes as Yuri managed to land it on her own.  The fish flapped on the deck, gulping in distress.

The excited gleam in Yuri’s eyes faded as she watched it struggle.  Its eyes appeared glassy and unseeing even while it thrashed around.  Without thinking she bent down and scooped it back up in her arms as it continued to violently wriggle, its scales cold and slimy against her skin.  She only just managed to throw it back overboard before it escaped her grasp.  Then she leant over and watched it lie motionless for a moment on the surface of the water, as if unable to quite believe it had been given a second chance.  A heartbeat later, it flicked its tail and disappeared.

Her father rested a hand on her shoulder.  ‘Sakana o taberu, Yuri-chan.’  You eat fish.

She bit her lip and nodded.  He switched to English.

‘If you are going to eat it, then you should respect it enough to know how it ends up on your plate.’ 

His tone was gentle, but Yuri still looked down at her shoes.  ‘Gomenasai.’  I’m sorry.

He reached out and tipped her chin upwards with his fingers.  ‘You have a big heart.  Don’t be ashamed.’

She offered him a small tremulous smile.  A shadow crossed between them and he looked up, frowning.  There was an ominously dark cloud above their heads.  He sighed.

‘Ame.’  Rain.  ‘We should go.’

Disappointment clouded her eyes but he squeezed her shoulder.  She sniffed the air.  He was right.  He was always right.  Rain was coming.  They readied the boat and turned for home.

The radio was still merrily trilling away when Yuri heard it.  It was a discordant note against the bubbly upbeat pop song, although not entirely unpleasant.  At first she thought it was simply part of the tune, but then she heard it again, against the beat.  She frowned, glancing around as if attempting to spot its source.  The sky was growing darker by the minute, but there seemed to be no hint as to the note’s source.  The third time it sounded, she looked over at her father and realised that instead of ensuring the little vessel was speeding home as it should, he was standing stock-still, his shoulders tense and upright.

Too young to realise the danger, she called out curiously.  ‘Oto-san?’  Father?

He didn’t answer her.

‘Papa?’

Another note chimed across the air, joining the first.  He adjusted the tiller and the boat swung around.  Yuri was puzzled.  The distant shore had been getting closer.  But now they were moving away from it again.  The boat lurched from side to side as the waves grew choppier.  Unsteadily, Yuri made her way over to her father and slipped her hand in his.

‘Papa?’ she repeated.

She peeked up at his face.  He was unsmiling and there was a hard look in his eyes.  She tightened her grip, trying to remind him she was there.  She was unprepared, however, when the boat abruptly listed to one side and a large wave crashed over the side, soaking her clothes and making her gasp and shiver.  Yuri clung onto her father’s hand, suddenly alarmed.  He shook himself and glanced down at her.

‘I’m sorry, Yuri-chan, I don’t know what…’

He didn’t finish his sentence.  The little radio sputtered, unable to continue on with its inner workings soaked as they were in cold seawater.  And at the precise moment the pop music died, another song took its place. The notes she had heard were singing, Yuri realised.  Unmusical and unharmonious, but most definitely singing.

‘Papa?’ she said in a small voice, although her words were whipped away by the wind.

He muttered something inaudible.  The boat heaved itself dramatically to one side again and Yuri’s slight body was thrown off balance.  She fell, her body sliding several feet away.  When she clambered back to her feet, the singing was louder, making her eardrums throb.  She clutched at her ears with her hands attempting to muffle the sound.  It
hurt
.  She looked over at her father who was leaning across the bow of the boat, with a thrust to his back that suggested dogged determination.  She tried to run to him, but the deck was now slick with seawater and she slipped, yet again crashing down awkwardly with a thump which made her yell out once sharply in pain.  He didn’t even turn around.

‘Oto-san!’ she screamed, then began crawling back towards him on her hands and knees.  Another wave careened over the boat’s edge and there was a loud rumble of thunder.  Still, the singing continued.

Her fingers clawed at the deck as she heaved herself forward.  Rain was coming down now, mingling with the sloshing seawater covering the deck.  Yuri’s thin t-shirt was no match for these elements.  She put her head down and forced herself forward, until she was clutching her father’s leg.  Using his body as purchase, she stood back upright again and grabbed his arms.  She shook him.

‘Oto-san!’ she yelled again.

He didn’t look at her; instead, his eyes were fixed on something ahead.  Unable to help herself, Yuri turned round and followed his gaze.  That was when her heart dropped down to the soles of her feet.

There were three of them, less than thirty metres ahead, and each one was as lovely and terrible as the night.  They were all naked, and all singing, gleaming white arms outstretched towards their little boat as they beckoned it further and further in.  Despite the wind and the rain and the churning waves, they seemed to be dancing in slow motion upon the water.  Yuri rubbed her eyes and looked again.  They were still there.  The unnaturalness of the situation did not escape her.

She turned her back on them and shook her father’s unresponding, albeit still upright, body again.  If she could have yelled in his face, she would have, but she barely reached his chest. It didn’t matter how hard she tugged; his entire attention was on the three bizarre women swaying impossibly on the surface of the sea.  Tears ran down her face and she shouted and screamed, her voice hoarse with anxiety and fear.  When nothing she did seemed to have any effect, she turned back towards the three women and watched them in abject terror as the boat approached. 

Each one had long beautiful hair, and perfect unmarred skin.  Their features were fine, and even Yuri recognised their beauty.  But there was a darkness in their eyes that suggested death and horror and pain.  A tiny part of Yuri realised how dangerously close they were to the monster women now that she could see into their eyes.  She clenched her fists and gritted her teeth and waited for what was no doubt about to happen.  She thought of her mother and hoped she wouldn’t be too sad when she came back to Japan and found them gone.

‘I’m sorry, Mama,’ she whispered.  ‘I don’t know what else to do.’

Something in her father stirred.  Under her arms, she felt his muscles move and his arms reach round her.  She looked up and saw him staring in horror down at her as he finally –
finally
– recognised the peril of their situation.

‘Yuri.  Oh God.’

He lifted his head up and glanced over at the women, then back down at her. 

‘There’s nothing else I can do.’ 

The hopelessness in his voice terrified Yuri more than anything else.  He smoothed away the wet tendrils of hair from her face and bent down, kissing her forehead.

‘Whatever you do, Yuri, don’t leave the boat.’

‘Papa?’

‘I love you, Yuri.  I’ll always love you.’

For a brief moment, she was uncomprehending.  Even when he began to peel her arms away from his body, she didn’t quite get it.  But when he pushed her away from him and started forward, she started to realise.

‘No!’ she screamed.  Then in Japanese, ‘Dame!’

He gave her one long lingering look back, a sad smile on his face, and then he leapt forward into the cold, churning and deathly sea.  The women stretched out their arms towards him and smiled, revealed sharply pointed fangs instead of gleaming white teeth.  Unable to help herself, Yuri backed away against the wall of the cabin in horror.

‘No, no, no, no, no,’ she moaned.

She could only just make out her father’s head before it was covered by a dark sweeping wave.  Then the boat heaved and there was a loud splintering sound.  Yuri screamed again before she too was spinning in the air and falling into the cold, cold water.  She did her best to kick upwards and break back through the surface of the ocean, but the capsized vessel was above her head.  She tried to scream again and water filled her mouth and nostrils.  It seemed that life was over before it had barely begun.

*

‘I should have your heads for this.  I should bring you before Zeus  and have him flay the skin off your body.’

‘By Olympus, this is what we do.  It’s in our nature.  You may as well blame a scorpion for stinging or a mosquito for biting.  What’s the problem, Poseidon?’
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