

    
        
          Isabelle and the Siren

        

        
        
          Mary Catelli

        

        
          Published by Wizard's Wood Press, 2016.

        

    


Copyright © 2016 by Mary Catelli

All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

Isabelle and the Siren Copyright © 1999 by Mary Catelli Originally published in Sword and Sorceress XVI. Reprinted by permission of the author. 


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Isabelle and the Siren

Also By Mary Catelli

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Isabelle and the Siren


[image: ]


A wordless melody drifted sweetly into the white-washed room with the morning sunlight.  Isabelle lay in bed, contemplating the ceiling.  I should have stayed in the city, she thought; my melancholia made it hard to do anything, but out here, convalescing, with nothing that has to be done by a given time—why, I do nothing.  A sea breeze tugged at the white bed-hangings.  Isabelle wrinkled her nose.  Even get up.

Outside she heard the townsfolk moving toward something outside the town (perhaps toward the music, but she could not rouse the concentration to tell, or the energy to care).  Thoughts floated vaguely through her mind, as detached as if they had no connection to her:  about how all the townsfolk would think her a perfect sluggard, taking two hours to get up.  She had managed to get up in the city.  Then, when she had heard two townsfolk talking about how the Professor of Rhetoric—her own father—had debated Satan for the title Prince of Lies, and won, she had not only not defended her father, she had not cared.  She rolled over.  Still didn't, she thought.

She forced the thoughts away.  I have to get up, she resolved.  Now.

Isabelle lay in bed, unmoving, over an hour while the music faded away.  She vaguely registered that she could not hear the townsfolk, which was unlike them.  Most of the fishermen went out to sea, but the townsfolk had shops and kitchen gardens, and she had gotten thoroughly familiar with the noises of morning, since she had not gotten up early once in the two weeks she had spent in the town.

Isabelle sighed.  There were times when she could not figure out not only how she had gotten herself a scholarship in magical zoology, but how she had gotten herself to the town.  Professor Arthurson may have suggested that she be sent out to the countryside, like a sickly baby with its wetnurse, but she had made the arrangements.

I have to get up, Isabelle thought again, and somewhat to her own surprise, found herself getting up.  Having done so, she managed to keep going, to walk toward the window, pick up her dressing gown, and look out the window as she put it on.

The square outside was completely empty.  The store stood open, but Mistress Agatha did not stand behind its counter.  The clapboard houses stood silent among the dunes.  Down the street, an open door swung in the wind, and over the dunes, the sea, empty of boats, glittered in the sunlight.  A thin, piercing cry echoed from the house next to her.  Isabelle turned her face toward it as the baby's crying went on and on.  She frowned:  Kate might aggravate her with perpetual chatter but would never let her daughter cry like that.

Isabelle sighed and headed for the stairs.  Her hand rested loosely on the railing as she walked downstairs.  "Angel of God," she thought, "my guardian dear, to whom His love commits me here, ever this day be by my side, to watch, to lead, to guard, to guide."  The prayer rattled itself off mechanically, without engaging her mind.  She reminded herself, dutifully, that she would need all the leading and guiding she could get, but roused no enthusiasm in herself; she could not even manage curiosity at what had stolen the townsfolk away—or shock at her inability to feel it.

She opened the front door.  A sea breeze came in to pull at her pale brown hair and tug at her sky blue dressing gown.  Isabelle swallowed and wondered if the music earlier had been responsible—strange music to be heard in this worthy if dull town.  She walked down the street, reminding herself again that while she had not completed her studies, she had been a promising zoologist—had even planned to write a book before she was graduated.  Besides, something had to be done, however black her mood.  She forced herself to look about.  The clapboard houses stood in rows, painted pale yellows and blues and grays, neat and respectable, except for the number of doors swinging open.

Music came floating through the air, sweet and faintly familiar from the morning.  Isabelle stopped at the edge of town, listening to the alien notes and slowly matching them to her studies.  A siren sang there:  a humanoid winged beast, a carrion eater that made its own carrion.  She glanced over the dunes.  The siren was inhuman and unintelligent, but dangerous; even to her, the music sounded attractive.

Isabelle turned and walked back into the town.  When Professor Arthurson had babbled about the town as a perfect, quiet place for convalescence, she had complied more out of being too listless to argue than of thinking it would do her any good, but she had not thought something like this would happen.  Why, Arthurson had cited that nothing ever happened here, that its nominal duke had never been troubled by it since the end of the Viking raids, as its chief attraction.  She glanced over her shoulder, noting that the seclusion would also give shelter to monsters.

The music came after her, growing more alluring.  The siren must have seen her, Isabelle realized as she reached the house where she rented the room; it could have, since its eyes were like an eagle's, and it would eagerly draw more prey.  Isabelle swallowed.  The siren might even be able to draw her, melancholia or no melancholia, if its song grew alluring enough.

She walked into the kitchen and looked around.  Wax, she thought, remembering Ulysses.  She started to look through Mistress Catherine's cabinets.

The song wound its way into the house, and Isabelle felt a tug on herself, a desire to go, such as she had not felt for months, ever since these melancholia had fallen on her.  She looked down into the last drawer she had opened, and saw a butcher's cleaver.  The music called, more and more sweetly
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