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CHAPTER ONE
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THERE ARE THREE SIRENS on the beach today.

I watch them, rosining my bow slowly as I do. The tide comes in, restless and white-capped, pushing at the shoreline. The cliff grass pricks at the thin cotton of my dress as I stand, keeping my eyes trained on the beach below.

They are distant and impassive, marble statues staring out to sea.

Movement is rarely what catches their attention. Sound is how they hunt, what they wait for. Any noise is tenfold more interesting to them than a wave of fingers or shuffle of feet.

I slide my bow across the violin in an open note. The song becomes slower, softer, as I dip into a lower pitch. When I quicken my pace, the violin’s sound vibrates through the air, and I feel it humming in my chest, in the soles of my feet. The music is sharp against the noonday stillness, the only sound in my ears.

It is a cool afternoon at that. My breath mists in front of me, my fingers holding stiff to the bow’s polished wood. The sirens do not seem to mind the chill. They are folded between a bramble of large rocks, their backs to me—long stretches of pale white skin, dark tangled hair—and one of them leans over, resting her head upon the shoulder of another.

I play by the cliff’s edge, allowing music to tumble over rocks and into sea. It’s the closest I dare play to the beach, as the melodies may well turn siren ears and eyes in my direction. Nothing wrong with a bit of danger though, when it polishes the notes. I play best on days like this, with the sirens near, before the unending sea.

Perhaps they talk to one another. Yet it’s the songs they sing that lure anyone within earshot and without protection. I’ve seen those rescued taken to the hospital: bloodied from teeth and claws, delirious, all too keen to return to the sea, to the creatures in the depths below. Terrible business for the tourists in the end, and still they come. Every summer. For the scenery or for the sirens, perhaps hoping this year shall be the year when Twillengyle Council finally lifts the ban on siren hunting.

That is the year I dread.

I curl my fingers tighter around the violin to get some life back in them. A few minutes more and I’ll pack up. Feels lonely, playing for only three sirens, when I’ve seen groups of ten or fifteen together on the sand at one time. The wind picks up, biting at my cheeks until I know they’re rosy with cold, and the sea’s string of whitecaps blacken the rocks with their spray. I skip from one tune to the next in an attempt to find a rhythm.

Each note flies off on the wind—toward sirens who do not even turn an ear in acknowledgment. I touch bow to strings a little more firmly.

When the music falters, I stop. A breeze catches the hem of my dress, flicking it this way and that, while I place my violin into its case. It’s a battered little thing, black leather faded and scuffed. My father gave it to me years ago, with my initials stamped along the side.


M. A.

The music of my heart.



Not a very good turn of phrase, as his heart ceased beating only two weeks after. Or not very good music, I think, loosening the hair of my bow before setting it inside.

I gather up the violin case and take one last glance down the cliff. The sirens have barely moved. One has twisted around slightly, so I can see the knife edge of her cheekbone. Not enough to see her eyes properly. Before, I have—at the right angle and with enough light—and their wide, dark eyes seem to mirror the deepest parts of the sea.

It was my father who first brought me to them, taught me how to clean salt from violin strings, where to watch sirens without being seen, how to protect myself with cold iron and charms. He showed me an island smeared in blood, and I fell in love with it.

On those days, when the sky was still pink with dawn, my father told me the island’s folktales. He brought me to the beach and spoke of the creatures the sea sheltered, of the magic that dwelt on Twillengyle’s shores. And when the moon shone overhead, full and bright as a coin, ghost stories were told—the souls of those killed by sirens said to wander the cliffs evermore.

But today is windblown and damp, fog misting around me, clinging to my dress. These are the days for ballads and sorrow, remembrances of widows standing in my place, waiting on the cliffs, not knowing their husbands had already been swept out to sea. The beach gives way to rocks that rise above the waves like chipped grave markers. It’s scenery the tourists adore: dark-green swaths of moss and red-brown grass, the sheer face of the crag stained salt white.

I don’t know whether the sirens watch me as I leave, or if the cliff’s edge holds a pull of its own. Whichever way, my heart feels leaden as I head for home.

But I have long realized a piece of it will always belong to the sea.






CHAPTER TWO
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“THE SALT WATER will ruin it.”

My mother shuffles around our tiny kitchen, making cakes, and still finds time to pause to lecture me. Often when she begins to repeat herself, I pay her no mind—but the changing weather puts me in an argumentative spirit.

“Evidently not, as it still sings.”

She looks at me, disapproving that I’ve spoken out of turn. The lamplight makes her look more weary than usual. Or rather, my presence has. Her hands are covered in flour, and whatever storm is brewing outside, the smell of baking suffocates it inside. The air is made sickly sweet by the scent of honey and melted butter left to congeal in one of the bowls on the counter. Opening the stove, my mother scrapes another full pan across the grills, before saying, “Then it would make no difference for you to play at the dance hall.”

It would make a world of difference. As she well knows.

“I like playing by the cliff.”

“I would much prefer you didn’t, Moira. It’s dangerous. Not to mention foolish besides.” She gives a small shake of her head. “Playing music for sirens—even your father wasn’t so senseless.”

The cunning retort I was set to offer sticks in my throat. Playing for the sirens fills a dark and hollow yearning, a cavernous desire I’ve no other way to appease.

My mother’s eyes fix on the stove, shining with the knowledge that she has said something insightful. My gaze shifts to the one window in the room. Its lace curtains are drawn back, showing rain clouds heavy on the horizon. The gale will turn the island bleak and wild, the light already failing as darkness settles over us like a nightmare cloak.

My mother says, “We’ll need to prepare for the storm tonight.”

I don’t reply. Her words, like needle and thread, have stitched my lips shut. I stand there, feeling as foolish as she called me, as proud as I know myself to be, until an adequate amount of time has passed to leave with my dignity still intact. I walk down the hall to my bedroom, and in the small space, my mother’s words liken to an echo. They scratch themselves into the desk chair, curl against the floral wallpaper, slip between the pages of my books. Even your father wasn’t so senseless. The walls seem to press close, almost to the point of suffocation, and I need to get out—if only for a little while. I button my coat, take hold of my violin case. Then I’m unlocking my window latch and climbing over the paint-flecked ledge.

As soon as I step away from the overhang, the first drops of rain land in my hair. I start back in the direction of the cliffs, the heels of my boots sinking into the mud as though the island wishes to claim them for itself.

My father used to carry me along this path—when I was little and ankle deep in puddles—on his shoulders where I had a clear view of the horizon, sea and sky coming together to form a blurred line in the distance. My mother was softer then as well. I’d wave a clumsy goodbye toward the house with my handkerchief, while she stood by the door, sending kisses into the air as we set off.

Admiration of the island, of the dangers it held, was always there in my father’s stories.

Twillengyle is a place to be embraced with one arm, with a dagger ready in the other hand. To be charmed by its magic is not the same as becoming its fool, Moira. Remember that.

As I turn the final corner, the pathway opens up to the great expanse of the moors. To my left is the lighthouse, a blue-and-white tower clinging to the rocks, and the keeper’s cottage attached to it, a modest structure of clapboard siding. The beacon light above circles in a bright arc out to sea, making the sky appear darker overhead. The wind brings with it the clean, cold tang of salt water. My fingers become numb around the handle of my violin case, and it’d be rather pointless to take it out now. I can’t even separate the music in my mind from the oncoming gale.

It’s not a waste though. I needed the walk more than the music, I think. Fresh air to clear my head. From above, I hear the first rumblings of thunder, and I wonder where the sirens have sheltered, whether they’ll take to the storm-ravaged beach come morning. Dawn will be quiet, pale and colorless, after a night streaked with thunder and lightning. September has turned cruel quickly, leaves already beginning to change color and litter the ground.

As I near the cliff’s edge, I catch movement in the corner of my eye. Coming up the path from the beach is Jude Osric, his shoulders hunched against the wind, eyes cast down. His red-brown curls poke out beneath his cloth cap, windblown and tangled. I look to the lighthouse before returning my attention to him. Jude is its sole keeper, and at nineteen, he is two years my elder. Before I can decide whether to call out or take off into the shadows, he glances in my direction. “Moira,” he says, breathless.

I jam my free hand into the pocket of my coat. Wind howls across the moors, and I narrow my eyes against it. “Shouldn’t you be up at the light?”

He makes his way toward me. As he does, I realize Jude looks truly terrified. His eyes are shiny and rimmed with red, his already pale face drained of color.

“You can’t be here,” he says. “Moira, listen, you need to go right now.”

This is quite the opposite thing to tell me if he has any real hope of making me leave. I grab hold of his coat sleeve, and for a moment I see the little boy I used to play with, the one who ran after me on the moors.

“Jude.” I swallow hard. “What is it?”

He closes his eyes. Bowing his head, he whispers, so quiet it almost gets lost in the wind: “There’s a body.” He looks up and gestures back toward the path, hand trembling. “Sirens—the sirens must’ve…”

I try to recall if anyone I know planned to go down to the beach today. I think of the fishermen at the harbor, their families…

My fingers dig into the sleeve of Jude’s coat. “Who is it?”

“I think it’s Connor,” he says. “Connor Sheahan.”

I look out at the cliff’s edge. Dread settles deep inside me, clawing its way from the inside out, pulling me into the black. It can’t be Connor—I saw Connor just last week. I was teaching him to play his first reel.

He was twelve years old.

“I’m sorry,” Jude continues. “I know—I know you were tutoring him.”

I meet his gaze. “Show me.”

Jude stares as though I’ve gone mad. “What?”

“I want to see the body.” I grab his collar, yanking him close. “Where is he?”

“I really don’t think that’s wise, Moira. We need to tell the police. I’ll wire them from the watch room and…”

Adrenaline shoots through my veins like quicksilver. Before Jude can finish his sentence, I tear away from him.

“Wait—Moira!”

Jude makes to stop me, but I’m already racing for the pathway. Below the crag, I pinpoint what I’m looking for fast enough. A smear of red—a color that has no place among the dark waters and wet sand. It’s a thin ribbon I track along the beach, a crimson that mixes with the edge of the sea in wavering bands. Then I see a patch of black hair, a white shirt soaked through, pale skin cut and bleeding. The body lies near the path, half buried in blood-drenched sand.

My feet slow as I approach. The smell is almost worse than the sight itself. A harsh, metallic odor burns in my nose, fills my throat until I’m close to gagging.

“Oh God.”

It’s Connor. Connor as he never should’ve been—left discarded, a deep slash across his neck. The blood is everywhere, a pool of red, staining the tide.

Nothing makes sense.

Behind me, Jude makes a sound quickly covered by a cough. “Moira,” he whispers, and it sounds desperate. “Please, Moira, we oughtn’t be here.”

The words are a plea, but I can’t move. I’m frozen in place, my eyes fixed on the boy I once knew, the boy I’d been teaching. Sickness washes over me, making me light-headed, and I dig my nails into my palm to ground myself against it.

I close my eyes. “This was sirens?”

A gust of wind comes to rip the words from the air. I repeat myself and turn to find Jude standing beside me. “Yes,” he says. “I believe so.”

I shake my head, whether in denial or anger or some combination of the two. “Can’t be.”

“We need to tell the police,” Jude says again.

“Jude, this—this is wrong. What was he even doing here? How did he…?”

I look to the boy at our feet. There are things children are taught on this island so they might survive. Connor knew how to listen, how to be careful, to keep still when it was needed.

He’d been a fine student. Sometimes he’d press on the strings too hard, or his posture got lazy—but he was willing to learn and practiced often. He kept track of his mistakes.

Now I’ll have his blood on the soles of my boots.

“Sirens wouldn’t have left him here,” I mutter. “Why didn’t they take him out to sea? Why is his neck cut like that? I don’t…” A lump forms in my throat, and I stop speaking before the weight of everything crushes me.

Jude pinches the bridge of his nose between forefinger and thumb. I wonder if the memory of his own family has managed to slip into his thoughts.

“Do you not think it at all strange?”

I force the words out, but it isn’t the real question I want answered. What I want is to know why Connor was down here in the first place. My heartbeat is rapid as whatever bravery I had leaches into the sand like the blood at our feet.

Jude’s too-pale countenance makes it clear he doesn’t have much bravery left either. “A strangeness,” he says, “I’m sure the police and the Twillengyle Gazette will be most concerned with.”

I swallow. “Of course,” I reply, yet I can’t shake off the sense of wrongness. I’ve seen siren deaths before, read about them in the paper, and this isn’t like any of them.

Jude doesn’t look back as we travel up the cliff, but I do exactly that. I study the crimson stains in the sand, the small and crumpled form of Connor’s body. I’ve no idea what the police will do with him, but I know this is the last time I’ll be able to see him as he was. Only then do I turn away and follow in Jude’s footsteps to the lighthouse.

The rain and wind pick up, rendering conversation impossible. My violin case bumps against my leg, a small comfort, as I try not to let my mind wander back to the body we’ve left behind, to the Sheahan family, who’ll soon find out their youngest son was taken from them.

The stone path to the keeper’s cottage is cracked through, grass and moss softening the edges. We duck under the narrow overhang, and Jude takes a skeleton key from his coat pocket. The door is bright blue, but chipped in places, paint peeling back from the wood. I wonder when he last painted it. He fiddles with the lock, leaning upon the door before twisting the brass knob. We hurry over the threshold, and Jude swings the door closed, shutting out the force of the gale. My ears ring in the sudden silence.

He leads the way through the cottage, past a heavy oak door, and up the winding staircase to the watch room. Most of its small space is occupied by a desk covered in papers, journals, nautical instruments. A map of Twillengyle hangs from one wall, while another has a window overlooking the nearby harbor. There’s no bed, but the room looks lived in, like Jude has taken to sleeping at his desk.

He settles into the chair, shifts a stack of documents to reveal a metal instrument fitted with all sorts of dials and screws. Jude touches a hand to the paddle at one end, clicking it to produce a long series of dah sounds. Morse code, I realize belatedly.

In a moment his hand is still. “They’ll be on their way,” he says, looking out the window instead of at me.

“I suppose we need to wait for them?”

He turns back around, and I see something like relief in his expression. “Yes,” he says. “I’d like that—you staying here, that is. If you want.”

I smile as best I can. “Thank you.”

“I’ll make tea, shall I?” The way he says it, I can tell he’s grasping for some purchase on routine. I nod all the same, and together we go down into the kitchen.






CHAPTER THREE
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I’VE BEEN IN THE OSRICS’ lighthouse many times in my life. I’d come with my father, eager for adventure, listening to tales of shipwrecks in the night. It was only after his death that my visits tapered off. To be back here now, as blood reddens the shoreline below, seems grimly fitting.

In the few years since, the place looks little different. Cracks run through the white walls from salt air and humidity. My father used to say that each crack in the lighthouse held a secret. There are even more cracks now, jagged and spreading like vines. I wonder how many more secrets are hiding in the dark. I wonder if my own are counted among them.

The kitchen is situated on the first floor of the cottage. It’s uncluttered and well kept, with a washstand near the window, an oil lamp lit at the table. I take a seat on one of the crooked chairs, setting my violin case on the tabletop. From here, the storm is a low rumble, the steady rain like a distant thread of music. Yet I find myself listing from the present moment like an unbalanced ship—and each time I drift, I’m back on the beach, standing over Connor’s body, watching the rain wash his blood into the sea.

Jude stands at the counter, filling the kettle and lighting the stove. He looks more disheveled without his coat and hat. He is a lean figure in the dim, his face tinged pink from the cold, exhaustion darkening his eyes. Since coming down from the watch room, he hasn’t said a word. Over the years, I’ve found Jude predisposed to such behavior. The death of both his parents made him grow up cautious. Though as the kettle boils, he offers me a small smile and says, “I’m afraid I don’t remember how you take your tea.”

I exhale slowly. “Just black, please.”

“Right.” He turns to the stove, only to look back a second later. “Moira—”

I interrupt. “I’m sorry you had to be the one to find him.”

Jude pauses, lips pressed thin. “Can’t be helped, I suppose.”

I rub my thumb over the newest scuff on my violin case and push back another image of Connor—smiling at our last lesson, pleased when I complimented him.

This island would eat you alive, if you let it.

Jude pours the kettle’s contents into a teapot, steam rising in gray coils before disappearing in the light. He tugs at the cuff of his sweater, staring out at the rain. “I saw you playing on the cliff earlier.”

I swallow. My mother’s words over the matter still shine slick as tar, coating my thoughts. Jude brings the teapot to the table and continues. “Is that why you haven’t been at the hall?”

I haven’t played at our local dance hall for two summers now. At the moment the only thing I’m missing is the pay, though my tutoring has done a fair job of shelling out coins to warm my palm. Stiffly I say, “I can play where I like.”

Sitting down across from me, Jude looks a touch uncomfortable. “Of course,” he says. “I meant no ill by it.”

I doubt Jude Osric would wish ill on even his worst enemy. I curl both hands around my steaming teacup and say, “I find it difficult to believe you’ve attended many dances in my absence.”

I mean to be lighthearted, but Jude says, “To quite a few I’ve been,” and sounds almost defensive.

I raise a brow. “I hope you’re not waiting on me. I hear Peter and Flint are managing rather poorly.”

He ducks his head to stare into his teacup. Silence settles between us, but there’s an edge to it, as though we are both skirting around the real topic at hand. Jude’s gaze soon returns to the window. Rain lashes the glass, dim light yellowing the sill.

“A bad one tonight,” he murmurs. “Storm to drown the sirens.”

It’s just a saying, an adage as old as the island, but the comment twists my stomach. Connor’s death isn’t all that’s left unsaid between us. Jude is likely too gracious to ask outright, but he must wonder why I’ve not visited the lighthouse these past four years, why I’ve ignored every invitation offered. Our interactions have narrowed to greeting each other in town, smiling at one another across the street. We are little more than strangers when we were once the best of friends, and I feel the ache of those lost years now, sitting in his company, as keenly as a missing limb. Jude, I realize, must be worse off. I know our separation is by design, but that design is my own doing. Or, perhaps, undoing. I’ve kept secrets from him, secrets I’m too cowardly to share, too self-serving to face directly. If he ever found out—

A knock sounds at the door. Jude flinches, sloshing tea onto the table. “That’ll be them,” he says, adding, “You needn’t accompany me,” when I move to get up.

I ignore this. Together we head for the entrance, and Jude unlocks the door, pulling it open to reveal two policemen on his doorstep. I recognize them both, though I can’t recall the taller one’s name. The pair have donned heavy tweed overcoats against the rain, their shoulder capes dark with damp. The shorter man, Inspector Dale, doffs his hat. “Afternoon, Mr. Osric,” he says. “Miss Alexander.”

“Afternoon,” says Jude. “Did you, ah, receive my wire?”

“It’s the reason we’re standing here,” the taller one says. Thackery, I remember. That’s his name. “You found the boy on the beach?”

“Yes. I—I saw him from the gallery deck. I was doing observations.” Jude swallows. “Do you need me to come along?”

“That’s quite all right,” says Inspector Dale. “If you’ll point us in the right direction, we’ll take it from here.”

Jude gestures to the cliff’s edge as a thin bolt of lightning streaks the sky. “About half a mile down the beach. Near the path.”

Dale replaces his hat, touching the brim. “Much obliged. And were you there as well, Miss Alexander?”

“I’m just visiting.” Irrespective of seeing Connor, I’m not a witness by any means.

“We’ll need a proper statement later, Mr. Osric, you understand,” says Thackery.

Jude nods. “Certainly.”

The two gentlemen step away from the overhang, trudging off toward the cliff path. Jude closes the door and turns to me. “They’ll have it sorted,” he says, like I haven’t been standing here the whole time. A low echo of thunder rumbles through the lighthouse walls.

“Are you all right?” I ask.

“Are you?” He regards me, expression somber. “Connor—he was your student.”

My heart clenches. “Yes,” I say quietly.

Jude rakes a hand through his hair. The action only succeeds in making the curls less tidy. He says, “There’s not been a siren attack around these parts since last summer.”

I bite my lip. Jude’s expression is shuttered, his gaze stripped bare. I know he’ll be recalling the worst, and more than anything, I wish to spare him from it.

We return to the kitchen and sit down at the table, both of us watching the rain outside, sounding as if the sea herself is pressed against the cottage. I wonder if the beacon light still cuts through the blackness.

“I need to check the lantern room,” Jude says, echoing my thoughts.

And as he takes his leave, I look to my violin case. The thought of playing something for him comes to mind unbidden. When we were children, I’d play whatever song I’d learned most recently, and Jude would collect coins for me in his flat cap. It’s a memory that sinks into my heart like a hook. I wonder if he even remembers.

By the time he comes back downstairs, I’ve found a tin of biscuits and eaten three. Jude has soot across his forehead, a pink flush to his cheeks, but he looks better for it, less shaken. I feel he’s glad for having something to do.

“All’s well?” I ask.

“Well enough.” He takes a drink of cold tea, grimacing at the taste. “I really ought to be staying up there, what with this gale, but not—not tonight, I think.”

I picture Jude within the glass lookout of the lantern room, performing that solitary vigil, while Connor’s body lies on the beach below. It’s something he’ll have to write up in his logbook, an inked record of the event, as he would a shipwreck or a drowning.

I swallow. “The police are taking a good while.”

Jude looks toward the doorway, as if he might find the pair waiting in the hall.

“Considering how he was killed, it’s not surprising.” I take a breath in the hopes of keeping my voice level. “Sirens leaving him on the beach, slicing him open—I’ve never seen anything like it.”

At that there’s another knock on the door. Jude goes to open it, revealing Dale and Thackery standing once more beneath the overhang.

“Mr. Osric,” says Inspector Dale, “we’ve just come to get your statement down.”

Detective Thackery glances at me and back to Jude. “If we might speak to you alone.”

Jude meets my gaze. I give a small nod. “In the watch room,” he says. “Can I get you anything else? Tea?”

“Just the statement, please,” Dale says.

Jude nods, brisk, before leading them through the door into the tower.

I’ve nothing to do while I wait. My fingers trace over the knots on the kitchen table as Connor Sheahan slips into the forefront of my thoughts, and I wonder what would’ve drawn him to the shore in this sort of weather.

Sirens lure people with music that can make one’s ears and nose bleed from the sound. They call their victims to the ocean, dragging them into the depths. They wouldn’t leave a boy like waste on the shore. They wouldn’t cut his throat. Enchantment is enough to silence anyone. Connor’s wounds were clean, sharp, dissimilar from the jagged scrape of teeth and claws.

The sound of a door opening pulls me from my thoughts. Jude appears in the hallway, alongside Dale and Thackery. He says, “Moira,” and I wish I could somehow alleviate the sadness clouding his features.

The police give their farewells. Jude begins clearing the table, gathering our cups and mopping up tea. Outside, it’s black as pitch, the sky only outlined by the occasional streak of lightning.

“Would you like to spend the night?”

I can’t tell whether he asks for my sake or his own. “That’s very kind,” I say, but the words don’t sound as grateful as I feel. I’ve kept myself from the lighthouse for years, and now that I’ve broken the spell, I’ve little desire to return home so soon after.

“I made up the bed in the guest room just this morning.”

“Oh.” I clasp my hands together. “You had company?”

“My uncle,” Jude says shortly.

I raise my eyebrows at that. The last I’d heard of Jude’s uncle, he’d boarded a tender ship to help manage the offshore lighthouse around the other side of the island. For a moment I think of asking after him, before deciding otherwise. It’s been a long while since there was any fondness between the two—indeed, I find it curious his uncle came to visit at all.

We finish setting the kitchen to rights. Or rather, Jude does, waving off every attempt I make to help. He washes tea stains from the cups, places them side by side in a cabinet, and fetches a candlestick holder, striking a match to light the half-melted candle. I gather my violin case and lean against the wall. I trace a thin crack in the plaster—but it does not whisper its secrets to me.

“Moira?”

I look over. Jude stands at the doorway, waiting for me. He holds the candle aloft, his other hand knotted around the fraying cuff of his wool sweater. Together we head into the hall, and he starts up the stairs to the second floor. I’m about to follow when a dull thump echoes from the far end of the cottage. I pause with one foot on the step, eyeing the door, the last before the entrance into the lighthouse.

“That’ll be the pipes,” says Jude quickly. “They creak something fierce when the weather turns.” He takes the stairs two at a time then, and there’s nothing for it but to go up after him.

Four bedrooms occupy most of the space on this floor. Jude opens the door to the guest room, letting me pass, and I see it’s just as orderly as the rest of the cottage. There’s a single bed, a writing desk, and a mirror adjacent to a lace-curtained window overlooking the cliff. Rain strikes the blackened glass in an unremitting patter.

Lonely. If feelings may be used in that way, that is how the room appears. A deep-seated loneliness that has forgotten any other state.

Jude lights an oil lamp left on the bedside table. After, he runs a quick finger over the table’s surface, nervously wiping the dust off on his trousers as he straightens up. “I do hope it’s all right,” he says, glancing in my direction. Though no sooner have I met his gaze than his brown eyes cut away from mine, looking black as midnight in the low light.

“It’s fine,” I say, voice curt. There was a time when softening my words didn’t present such a challenge. “Thank you.”

Jude smiles, close-lipped. He still looks as tired and nervous as before, but he stops destroying the cuff of his sweater, so that’s something. “Right,” he says. “Well, good night, then.”

“Good night, Jude.”

I close the door in his wake, listening as he continues farther down the hall to his own room. Not long after, there’s the soft click of a door opening, then silence. Shutting my eyes, I take a breath, my insides coiled tight in a way that cannot be undone by music.

I wander over to sit on the bed. The sheets are tucked into the mattress in hospital corners, white and neatly pressed. The tidiness is made disconcerting by the storm’s darkness, by the thought of blood staining the shoreline below.

In past times, the lighthouse had been a home. Old books were left open on the counter, children’s toys on the steps. These walls had echoed with my father’s laugh; the floorboards knew his footsteps. He and Llyr Osric, Jude’s father, would sit for hours in the kitchen, studying charts and old bound books I could not yet read.

Rowan sticks were hung above the kitchen window, sea-pink flowers in a vase on the sill. Now it appears Jude Osric is not at all concerned about keeping good luck. The herbs he has are common ones, the rooms smelling only of salt air and wood smoke and floor polish.

Hospital corners—I tug the sheets back and they come free. I set down my coat at the foot of the bed, my violin case on the floor just below. Often, when a storm like this batters the cliffs, I’ll wake during the night to play something low and soft at the window. Not tonight, I think. However much he likes my playing, I don’t believe Jude Osric, with his quiet disposition, would look favorably on violin music conducted at this hour.

I’m staring up at the cracked white ceiling when my eyes begin to slip closed. The events of this afternoon swirl around me like a fog: Jude walking along the cliff, shoulders hunched against the rain; dread like a weight in my stomach, boots slipping on mud as I hurried down to the beach; Connor lying still and cold, buried in wet sand and blood. A shiver creeps over my spine.

Sleep does not come easy. Each crack of thunder booms like a drum. I hear the wind whistling through the night and imagine it sweeping through the moors as a living creature—a wolf howling at the moon.

I’ve no idea of the time; perhaps it’s near morning already. Perhaps my mother is worried sick over my whereabouts, but that’s a slim possibility. She may well pretend, but that’s all it would be: a feigned sort of affection, attempting to play the part of concerned mother. I’m careful to tuck that thought into memory as I turn over on the bed; could be good fodder for a row.

And as I fall farther into sleep, there are footsteps, Jude’s familiar tread on the stairs, and I’m almost certain I hear him talking.

Murmured whispers coming from the room below.






CHAPTER FOUR

[image: Image]

SUNLIGHT PAINTS RED ACROSS my closed eyelids. I open them—blinking at white sheets, dust motes drifting above the floorboards—feeling lost and bewildered until my mind snaps to waking as well. I remember the storm and Jude Osric, a bloodstained beach and Connor left to the mercy of the elements.

My heart feels heavy with a grief I’ve no real claim to.

I turn over the affairs of last night once more before getting up out of bed. The sheets are a twisted mess, and I try to put them in some semblance of order. I don’t have Jude’s talent for folding something within an inch of its life, but I feel it’s a good attempt. Outside, pink tints the early-morning sky. The window’s angle makes it difficult to gauge signs of the storm’s passing, but I know the marks it will have yielded—grass flattened by wind, uneven shifts of sand on the beach, clumps of seaweed strewn about, cliff sides gritty with salt.

There will be no sirens, not so soon after such a tempest. I imagine them sheltering in the rocky crevices, in the darkest places of the sea. Turning back to the bed, I fetch my things and consider the possibility of Jude being awake at this hour. Quite likely, as I find a note written in his hand slipped beneath the door’s edge.


Morning, Moira.

You’ll find me in the lantern room or up on the gallery deck.

—J



I fold the note with care, tucking it into the safety of my coat pocket.

At the washstand on the first floor, I splash my face with cold water, pin my brown hair into a tidy chignon, and wrinkle my nose at the mud-spattered hem of my dress. My long coat fares even worse, but I shrug it on nonetheless.

Making my way toward the tower, I pause near the end of the hall. I stare at the closed door of the last room, beyond which I heard voices in the night. It’s a storeroom, I think, or it used to be, before the death of Jude’s parents. I’m unsure of what he could be keeping in here now. I try the knob and find it locked. When I put my ear to the wood, I’m met with only silence.

Perhaps it’s nothing. The cottage is an old structure, after all, afflicted by frequent creaks and groans, as Jude said. I turn away, open the oak door, and head up the iron stairwell that spirals up, up, up, along the sides of the lighthouse. When I reach the gallery deck, a rush of cold air cuts through my coat.

Yet the view is well worth the chill. A panorama of sea and sky and sunlight greets me, the cliff below a sharp black drop, bestowing a scattering of rocks to the sea. The sight is wondrous in a way that makes me want to play something entirely new just for this moment and never again. I grip the rusted railing and feel like shouting for the sake of it, but I swallow the feeling when my eyes find Jude Osric.

He leans back fast asleep in his chair. Without his cap, his curls tangle in the wind, ash and oil staining his hands. He must’ve already visited the lantern room. I take a step toward him and he starts awake, his eyes glassy and unseeing. Half a second later, recognition sets in. Jude blinks, rubs a hand over his face, and gets soot in one eyebrow. He says, “I didn’t mean to fall asleep.”

“I wouldn’t think so.”

Reaching into his coat, he pulls out a pocket watch. The glass over the clock face is scratched and clouded with age, but the hands still keep time. It’s just gone seven o’clock. Jude brushes his thumb over the face, and I turn my gaze on him.

“You look filthy.”

He yawns and says, “Thank you,” so he might still be half-asleep. It’s not hard to guess he’s been up all night, seeing how bloodshot his eyes are. Though whether it was because of his duties as keeper or by choice alone is another matter.

I want to ask after his night terrors. Seeing Connor down on the beach, it would be of little surprise if Jude’s nightmares return full force. What actually comes out of my mouth, however, is quite another thing. “I just wanted to say goodbye,” I tell him. “Thank you again for letting me spend the night. It was more than generous of you.”

That seems to wake him up. “You’re leaving already?”

“I’m sure I’ve kept you long enough.”

“Not at all.” He leans forward, holding my gaze. “Really, Moira, having you—having someone here—it’s a welcome change of pace.” His eyes look honest as he says it. “At least stay for breakfast.”

My guilt, deep-rooted as it is, branches in two directions. On one dark bough, I curse my efforts to drain our friendship bloodless, when neither of us desired the ax. On the other, I find myself reluctant to take advantage of Jude’s hospitality, fully aware he wouldn’t want me at his table if he knew what truths I’ve buried.

“All right,” I say. “Tea would be lovely.”

God, I am such a wretched creature.

Jude’s smile lights up his whole face. He wipes his palms on his trouser knees and gets to his feet, running a hand through his hair. It hurts to think of him spending night after night in this tower without another soul, taking meals and working the light with only himself to talk to.

What befell the Osrics is common knowledge on the island. It’s a history most prefer to forget, violent and horrifying in its suddenness. Seven summers ago, Llyr Osric went out on his boat, accompanied by Jude’s mother and older sister. Jude was left behind to watch the lighthouse—but ended up watching sirens drag his family into the sea.

Pieces of the boat washed ashore the following day, cracked and splintered, the bodies found later, just as broken. Jude’s uncle manned the lighthouse for a time, but Jude now manages on his own.

I watch him prepare breakfast in the sunlit kitchen. He has changed and washed up for the day, his shirtsleeves pushed to his elbows as he digs out bread from a yellow bread bin and sets the kettle to boil. I breathe in the smell of wood smoke from the stove, the warm, floral fragrance of dry tea leaves. It’s worlds away from the wickedness of last night, yet I can’t help but notice the repetition. My thoughts wheel back to the whispers I heard in the dark, and I ask him, “Who were you talking to last night? Did the police come back?”

Jude turns to meet my scrutiny. “I wasn’t talking to anyone.”

“I heard something—like voices. It was coming from that storeroom.”

Uncertainty sparks deep in his bright eyes. He laughs, high and light, so unlike his normal laugh it gives me pause. “I think you might’ve been dreaming, Moira.” The kettle sings for his attention, and he makes a fuss over taking it off the burner.

He carries the teapot to the table, sitting in the chair across from me. I stare at the coils of heat, thinking. It sounds like I’m not the only one with secrets, but as I’m in no mood to turn out my own, it’s only fair to let Jude fold his away.

His eyes shift to where my violin case rests near my elbow. “Will you be playing out on the cliff again?”

“Why? Do you wish to come along?”

I want to bite back the words the moment they pass my lips.

Jude looks taken aback by the question. He drops his eyes to the table and presses his knuckles to his mouth. I imagine his thoughts, like mine, have circled back around to Connor Sheahan.

The rest of the Sheahan family must know by now. They’ll be grieving, cursing the sirens for their loss, cursing the entire island perhaps. In the wake of Connor’s death, people might well be arguing for revocation of the hunting ban before the month is out.

Jude says, “I’d love to, Moira.”

His sincerity is almost too much to bear. He takes up the teapot, pouring tea into my cup, and I do my best to ignore the lump at the back of my throat.

When we journey out onto the moors, we head for the cliff’s edge. A quick glimpse over the crag confirms a beach empty of sirens—leaving Jude as my sole audience. He follows my gaze and turns back, offering up a smile. “None of the sirens.”

Well, I can’t blame him for being happy because of it. Especially after last night. Sirens are the cause of many wounds in Twillengyle, and few of them are deeper than Jude Osric’s. “The storm,” I mutter, certain he can draw his own conclusions.

“Where are we going?”

A good question. It doesn’t make much difference, really, without the sirens as my compass. Moor grass borders the entire island, a vast sweep of red and green falling away to dark rock and sand.

On impulse, I stop. “Here.”

He watches as I kneel, releasing the clasps on my case. I hold the violin gently in my lap, checking its strings before loosening the bow.

“Do you think you’ll ever go back to playing at the dances?”

“Heartsick without my music, are you?”

I glance up at him, and he doesn’t look away. Slipping his hands into his trouser pockets, he says, “I’ve missed it quite a lot, yes,” and I have the distinct feeling we are no longer talking about music.

Still, there is no part of me that yearns to return to the dance hall. After last time, I swore I wouldn’t. Let Peter and Flint manage the sets; let them deal with the swarms of tourists—I won’t lift a finger to help.

Standing up, I tuck the violin under my chin. I touch bow to strings in the opening chords of “Over the Moor and Heather,” closing my eyes in concentration, my fingers firm against the strings.

The song shifts, growing and changing out of the chorus, until it’s no longer “Over the Moor,” but the murmur of waves against the shore, cold wind at my fingertips, cliff grass beneath my feet. The music is in my breath and sings through my blood. I near the end and everything in me is still as I slide my bow across the strings in one long note. I exhale, open my eyes, and bring the violin to rest at my side.

I look up to find Jude standing as he was, albeit a little slack-jawed. It seems to take him a moment to realize I’ve stopped playing. “Moira,” he says, and his voice does not sound like his own.

I grin at him. “Liked it, did you?”

He rubs the back of his neck. “It was lovely.”

The words make me feel warm and agreeable. I’m reminded once more of when we were children, when I played music on the moors with the wind and the sea and Jude Osric for company. These past few years have put a distance between us that was never there before. We used to explore the tide pools together, run around barefoot, take up sticks in imaginary sword fights. Jude was loud and lively and quick to grab my hand. Come, Moira, I need to show you something…

Now he considers the horizon, solemn. “I ought to get going,” he says in a mournful tone.

“Yes.” I shift my grip on the neck of my violin. The cold has turned my fingers stiff. “If the police do come back…”

Jude smiles. “I’ll let you know.”

He starts back toward the lighthouse, and I look along the beach to the patch of sand where Connor was found. Nothing remains of the incident, the shore washed clean.

I still think it’s peculiar that sirens left him there. Closing my eyes, I call up the memory of Connor as I last saw him. The slice across his neck was knife-sharp, and it’s quite possible sirens were not the ones to take his life. After all, there are plenty of other ways to die.

It’s quite possible he was murdered.
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