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Teague Lowry had fished the Skerrow coast for twenty-four years, and in all that time he had heard the singing exactly once before. He had been eighteen, crewing for his uncle, and the old man had stuffed his ears with candle wax and told him to keep his eyes on the bilge pump until the sound went away. Teague had done as he was told. He had spent the next two decades half convinced he had dreamed it.

He was forty-two now, and the boat was his own. The Margery Ann was thirty-eight feet of oak and stubbornness, older than he was, with a wheelhouse that leaked in a southerly and an engine that ran on prayer and good diesel. He had bought her the year his marriage ended, and she had been the only thing in his life since then that had never once asked him to be smaller than he was.

He was not a small man. He stood six foot four in his boots, broad through the shoulders and chest from hauling pots and nets for most of his life, and the years at sea had kept him heavy with muscle rather than letting him soften. His skin was tanned to the color of a good saddle, his chest thick with dark hair, and the short dark beard he kept for warmth had gone gray along the jaw in the last few winters. The gray was at his temples too. His sister said it made him look distinguished. His crewman, Dougal, said it made him look like a lighthouse keeper in a bad movie.

On the first Wednesday of November, with a full moon riding over the headland and the sea gone flat and black as poured ink, Teague brought the Margery Ann into Skerrow Cove alone.

He had no business there. The cove lay two miles north of Dunmarrow harbor, a horseshoe of black rock with a narrow mouth and deep, still water inside, and every fisherman on the coast gave it a wide berth. The charts called it a hazard. The old men in the Anchor called it worse. But the forecast had turned, a squall line was coming in from the west hours ahead of schedule, and the cove was the only shelter between him and a long, ugly run home. Dougal had gone ashore at noon with a cut hand. Teague had decided to finish the last string of pots himself and had misjudged the weather.

He let the anchor go in five fathoms, made the stern fast to an iron ring someone had driven into the rock a hundred years ago, and killed the engine. The silence that came after was enormous. Water lapped at the hull. Somewhere out past the mouth the swell broke against the outer rocks with a low, patient boom. The moon laid a silver road across the cove that ended at his feet.

He was coiling a line on the afterdeck when the singing began.

It came from the rocks at the back of the cove, and it was nothing like the high, eerie wailing of the stories. It was low and warm, two voices braided together, one rich and dark as molasses, the other bright as struck glass. There were no words he knew. The melody rose and fell like breathing. It went straight through his ribs and settled somewhere behind his breastbone, and for a long moment Teague simply stood there with the wet rope in his hands and listened.

Then he did what his uncle had taught him. He went into the wheelhouse, opened the tin by the compass where the old wax still lived, and took out two soft yellow plugs.

He held them in his palm and did not put them in.

He told himself afterward that it was curiosity. That was part of it. The bigger part was harder to name. The song did not feel like a hook in his chest. It felt like an invitation, and he was a man who had not been invited anywhere in a very long time. He could feel the pull of it the way he could feel the pull of a current, but he could also feel his own feet on the deck, his own hand closing around the wax, his own mind turning the thing over and deciding. Nothing in it was taking the wheel from him.

So he stepped out onto the deck again with the wax in his fist and called across the water, “I can hear you. I’m not putting the wax in. But I’m not coming in the water either, so if that’s what you’re after, you’ll be singing a long while.”

The song stopped.

For a moment there was nothing but the slap of the tide. Then a woman laughed, low and delighted, and a second voice said, clear across the cove, “He talks back.”

“He does,” said the first. “Well. That’s new.”

Two figures rose from the shallows at the back of the cove and walked up onto the rocks.

Teague had seen a great many things on the water. He had seen ball lightning roll across a swell, a humpback breach close enough to soak him, and once, a drowned church bell come up in a dredge. He had never seen anything like the two women who came out of Skerrow Cove that night.

They walked on legs, long and bare beneath their gowns, picking their way over the black wet rock as easily as if it were a ballroom floor. The water ran off them in silver threads. The first had long, wavy copper-red hair that fell nearly to her waist and pale skin dusted all over with freckles, across her cheeks, her shoulders, the generous swell of her breasts. She wore a gown of sea-green satin that clung to her like wet weed, cut in a deep plunging V that showed a breathtaking amount of cleavage, gathered at the waist and falling to her ankles. She was very curvy and very busty, and she moved like she knew it.

The second was a little taller, with deep brown skin that the moonlight turned to burnished bronze and a heavy fall of long black curls and waves down her back. Her gown was silver satin, the same plunging V, the same long clinging line over full hips and a bust as lush as her companion’s. Where the copper-haired woman looked as if she were about to laugh, this one looked as if she were weighing him on a scale and had not yet decided which way it would tip.

The copper-haired one looked thirty-three and the dark one thirty-five. Neither of them, he understood in his bones, was anything of the kind.

“You’re sirens,” he said.

“And you’re a fisherman with a boat full of crabs who thinks he can tell us to stop singing,” said the copper-haired one. Her eyes were a clear gray-green, ordinary and human and full of mischief. “I’m Morwenna. This is Adaeze. We were not singing to drown you, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“It crossed my mind.”

“It crosses everyone’s mind,” Adaeze said. Her voice was the dark one, the molasses. Her eyes were deep brown and very steady. “We sing because the cove is ours and the moon is full and it is what we are. Sometimes a boat hears. Mostly they run. The ones who don’t run usually come in the water with their eyes rolled back, and then we have to haul them out and leave them on the beach at Dunmarrow with a headache and no memory. It’s a great deal of work.”

“So you don’t drown people.”

“Not for three hundred years,” Morwenna said cheerfully. “Adaeze was very strict about it.”

“I am still very strict about it,” Adaeze said. She was looking at the wax in his hand. “You didn’t put it in.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

He thought about lying and found he did not want to. “Because it’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever heard,” he said, “and I wanted to know who was making it.”

Something changed in Adaeze’s face then. It was small, a softening at the corners of her mouth, but Morwenna saw it and grinned like someone who had just won a bet.

“Come ashore,” Morwenna said. “The stern’s tied to our ring anyway. There’s a flat shelf right there. You can step off without getting your boots wet.”

“And then what?”

“And then we talk,” Adaeze said. “That is all. We are going to say some things plainly, because you have earned plain things, and then you will decide.”

He looked at the shelf of rock beyond his stern. It was close enough to step to. The squall was still an hour off; the cove was glass. He looked down at the wax in his hand, and then he put it in the pocket of his trousers, where he could reach it, and stepped over the rail onto the rock.

It was slick and cold under his boots. He had stripped off his oilskins and sweater earlier to work in the strange, windless warmth that had come ahead of the front, and the night air moved over his bare chest and shoulders like a hand. He was aware of the two women looking at him. He was aware that they were not hiding it.

“Here is the first plain thing,” Adaeze said, when he stood in front of them on the black rocks with the moon over his shoulder. “Our song can call. It can make a man want to come closer. It cannot make him say yes. It has never been able to, not to anything that matters. Any man who tells you a siren stole his will is a man who wanted an excuse. If you want to walk back onto that boat right now, the song will not stop you. If you want the wax, put it in. We will not be offended.”

“I know,” Teague said. “I could feel it. It’s like the tide. You feel it pull, but your feet are still your own.”

“Yes,” Morwenna said softly. “That’s exactly it.”

“Second plain thing,” Adaeze went on. “We are old. I was born on a coast very far south of here nearly six hundred years ago
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