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Prologue:

THAT NIGHT’S STORM was bizarre; never before had the villagers of Tanjung-Nila experienced anything like this. The lightning and thunder each created an alarming atmosphere, keeping the village’s fishermen in their homes all night. It was as though something was about to take place that must be kept a secret.

The door to a small but lovely cottage by the sea flew open, allowing the rain and ravenous winds to rush in. Lightweight items in the house began to fly about, as if an unwelcome stranger had kicked the door in and entered without consent. The elderly lady in the house rushed to shut the door as quickly as she could. Of all nights, this storm had to happen, she thought. How can I tell my daughter the bad news?

As she tried to close the door, her sight caught hold of a basket laid down in front of her, about halfway between her and a strange-looking man. Tall and well-built, with a full beard and handsome features, the man looked at her and pointed to the basket. The lady looked at it with curiosity; a tiny hand seemed to be moving from the basket. She rubbed her eyes to see if she was dreaming. She was not—the basket was still there in the heavy rain, and so was the mysterious man.

The lady rushed toward the basket. It was made of jute, woven with a velvet red cloth lining. She lifted open the red blanket covering it and could not believe what she saw next. A million questions ran through her mind. She looked up, eyes searching for the man, but he was no longer there. The lady picked up the basket in her arms and quickly brought it into the dry cottage.

Shutting and bolting the door behind her, she called out urgently to her servants, “Quick, get some dry cloth and blankets!” With careful hands, she lifted the dripping wet basket and revealed its contents. Inside, wrapped in a blanket and surrounded by the fragrant petals of ocean roses, was a baby girl.

The baby’s skin was soft and pale, her tiny fingers curling instinctively around the lady’s thumb. Her eyes, a deep ocean blue, fluttered open and stared into the lady’s with an innocence that tugged at her heart. The lady felt an overwhelming sense of protection and love wash over her, despite the storm raging outside.

She wrapped the baby in a warm, dry blanket brought by one of the servants and held her close, feeling the tiny heartbeat against her own. “Where did you come from, little one?” she whispered, her voice trembling with emotion. “And who was that man?”

The servants gathered around, their faces filled with curiosity and concern. “Madam, is everything alright?” one of them asked.

The lady nodded, though her mind was a whirlwind of thoughts. “I don’t know who left her here, but she is safe now,” she said, her voice steadying with determination. “We will take care of her.”

As she held the baby, the storm outside seemed to lessen, as if acknowledging the new presence within the cottage. The lady looked down at the child, her heart swelling with a sense of destiny. This baby had come to them under the strangest of circumstances, but it felt right. It felt as though she belonged.

The lady knew that this night, with its mysterious storm and unexpected arrival, would change their lives forever. She smiled softly at the baby, her worries about the storm and the bad news she had to deliver momentarily forgotten. For now, all that mattered was the tiny, precious life in her arms.

“Welcome to our home, little one,” she whispered, gently rocking the baby. “You are safe here.”

Chapter 1: The Peril at Sea

The sun was just beginning to rise over the village of Tanjung-Nila, casting a golden glow across the calm waters of the bay. MayaSari stood at the edge of the shore, her eyes scanning the horizon. The early morning was her favourite time of day, a moment of peace before the village awoke and the demands of daily life began.

MayaSari, a slender 12-year-old girl with long, dark hair and bright, curious eyes, followed a diligent routine. She dressed simply, always adorning her hair with a flower. As the only child of HarisSari, a respected fisherman, she had taken on many responsibilities since her mother's passing. Each day, she rose before dawn to help her father prepare the boats and mend the fishing nets. Despite the hard work, she found solace in the rhythm of her tasks and the comforting presence of the sea.

Today was no different. MayaSari deftly repaired a torn net, her fingers moving quickly and expertly. Her father, HarisSari, approached, his weathered face breaking into a proud smile. "You're getting faster every day, Maya," he said, his voice filled with warmth.

MayaSari returned the smile, her heart swelling with a mix of pride and longing. She loved her father dearly and admired his dedication to their family and the village, but her dreams extended beyond the shores of Tanjung-Nila. She yearned to explore the world, to learn new things, and to discover her true potential.

As the sun climbed higher, the village came to life. The fishermen set out to sea, their boats dotting the horizon, while the women and children tended to their daily chores. MayaSari's grandmother, Suri, was already busy in the kitchen, preparing breakfast. The elderly woman had raised MayaSari after her mother's death, filling her life with stories of the old days, rich with magic and mystery.

After a hearty meal, MayaSari joined her grandmother by the hearth, listening to the tales that had always fascinated her. Today, however, her mind was preoccupied with the recent strange occurrences in the village—storms that appeared out of nowhere, mysterious voices heard at sea, and unsettling visions shared by the fishermen.

"Grandma," MayaSari began hesitantly, "do you think there's any truth to the stories about the sea spirits and the ancient magic?"

Suri's eyes twinkled with a mix of wisdom and mystery. "The sea holds many secrets, my dear. Our ancestors believed in the power of the ocean and its guardians. Perhaps there is more to these tales than we understand."

MayaSari pondered her grandmother's words, feeling a strange connection to the sea and its mysteries. She had always felt a pull towards the ocean, an inexplicable bond that went beyond her daily tasks. As she hummed an old melody her grandmother had taught her, she felt a sense of peace wash over her, the notes intertwining with the rhythm of the waves.

Her thoughts drifted to her dreams of adventure and discovery. She longed to leave the confines of the village, to explore the world beyond the horizon. Yet, she knew her responsibilities to her family and the village kept her rooted in Tanjung-Nila.

That evening, as the sun set and the fishermen returned with their meagre catch, the village gathered at the town hall to discuss the strange events that had plagued them. The town hall, usually a place of calm and community, was filled with panic and fear. Villagers crowded the room, their faces etched with worry as they voiced their concerns. MayaSari stood at the back, her heart heavy with the same fear that gripped her neighbours.

"It's happened again!!" one villager shouted. "This is the third time this week! Our catch is insufficient; how can we survive?!"

Old Man Harun, the eldest fisherman, raised his voice above the clamour. "Quiet! Let me speak!" The room fell silent as he stepped forward, his weathered face solemn. "These past few weeks we've seen things no man should ever see. Creatures with eyes that glow like lanterns, storms that come from nowhere, and voices... voices calling to us from the depths."

A collective shiver ran through the crowd. MayaSari felt a chill run down her spine. She had heard the same stories repeated by different men, but each time it seemed more surreal, more terrifying.

Harun continued, his eyes wide with the memory of his encounter. "Last night, as we tried to navigate home through a sudden storm, I heard them again. A chorus of voices singing a haunting melody. And then, out of the darkness, a figure appeared. She was beautiful, with hair like seaweed and eyes like the deepest ocean. She spoke to me, her voice echoing in my mind. 'Return to me, you who are free,' she said. 'The sea calls you back.'"

The hall fell silent. MayaSari’s mind raced. She had always felt a strange connection to the sea, a pull that she couldn't quite explain. Her grandmother Suri had often told her stories of the old days, filled with magic and mystery. Could there be some truth to the old tales?

As the villagers dispersed, muttering among themselves, MayaSari approached her grandmother who sat quietly in a corner. "Grandma," she whispered, "do you think the sea is trying to tell us something?"

Grandma Suri placed her warm hand on MayaSari’s forehead and lovingly brushed it. “It’s time for bed, Maya. Let the adults understand this. Let’s go home now. Your father will be busy again with these occurrences. He will come home later.”

As they walked home, MayaSari’s mind was a whirl of thoughts. The stories of strange creatures and mysterious storms haunted her. She glanced at her grandmother, who seemed lost in her own thoughts. "Grandma, have you ever seen these creatures? Heard these voices?" MayaSari asked softly.

Suri sighed deeply. "When I was young, the sea was a place of wonder and fear. The elders spoke of beings that lived beneath the waves, guardians of the ocean's secrets – a magical place called Banda-Duyongan. I always thought they were just tales to keep us respectful of the sea's power. But now I am not so sure."

That night, as the village slept, MayaSari sat by her grandmother's side, listening intently as Suri hummed an old enchanting melody. It was a song Maya had heard many times before, but tonight it felt different, almost alive. As she listened, she felt a strange sensation as if the sea itself was responding to the song. The melody seemed to weave through the air, binding her thoughts with the rhythms of the ocean waves.

MayaSari’s mind drifted to the stories her grandmother had told
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