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            Dedication:

For Mark, and our children, Pearse, Elena and Corinne.

For making the mundane magical, every day.
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            Come away, O human child!

To the waters and the wild

WB Yeats
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         * * *

         I am the Watcher. And so I watched as they came from the sea, shrouded in cloaks and mystery. The man was one of their own, raised on the land and bred to fish. He brought with him a wife and child, who they would call a stór, or dear treasure. For she, their Legacy, was as precious to them as all the gold in the earth or pearls in the sea.

         Both woman and child wore fine coats of fur that shimmered and changed in the sun. And the man, well he guarded them, both kin and coat.

         Together, they made a new life on the shore, one foot on land and one in the sea, part of both, but belonging to neither. ‘Good’ they named us. We are neither good nor bad. Yet the Good Folk have long guarded their secrets.

         I am the Watcher, and still I watch. Bound, for now, to these humans. See how they rush about, their firefly lives burning bright and quick.

         How long has it been? Longer than I would care to remember, and still I watch; keeper of secrets that should remain hidden in the past, though the past has its own traps and dangers.

         * * *8
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            Chapter One

         

         Lana tucked her hair into her hood, stomping her way across the shale and onto the beach. She headed into the rising wind, feeling more than a bit sorry for herself.

         ‘Stupid chores,’ she grumbled, kicking a stone and watching as it sailed through the air and landed near the water with a satisfying clunk. ‘Stupid family,’ she added, a bit meanly, and attacked another innocent pebble.

         She had barely arrived at Carrig Cottage, and said her goodbyes to a teary Mum, before being confronted by one of Nan’s errands.

         The chores were bad enough, but what really chafed was Nan’s pity. Was Lana some sort of lost cause who needed to be set up on a playdate like a baby? So what if Eoin had abandoned her? Nothing new there. He had discarded her like an old toy when he started secondary school. Why should he hang out with his sister when there were new, shinier friends on offer?

         A niggling worry sat like a stone in her belly. She was dreading going into first year in September. Eoin probably wouldn’t even admit they were related. And where would Lana be? Doomed to lurk at the fringes of society, like a total loser.

         In dribs and drabs, her friend circle had dissolved this year. 10Nothing sinister, just the usual fizzling out that Mum had said was normal as they all left for different schools. But already she felt the sting of loneliness – what if she never made new friends? And she couldn’t shake the fear that she would spend her lunches hovering on the outskirts, quietly nibbling her sandwich alone, never making the cut for the popular inner circle.

         Shoving that thought away, she pulled out the crumpled Post-it from her pocket and smoothed it out. Nan’s neat handwriting was crammed tightly onto the pink square.

         
            
               Pop over to Kate’s for the eggs, please, she’s expecting you.

               Her niece is staying for a bit, say Hi and BE NICE!

            

         

         Kate and her wife Jules were Nan and Grandad’s closest neighbours and ran the local farm. Everyone thought that Kate was stone mad, forever harping on about the ‘Good Folk’ and the ‘old ways’. The County Council were still on the outs with her after the uproar she caused about the new road. She had chained herself to a tree and insisted it was part of a fairy fort, and that they would go round her if they knew what was good for them.

         People only put up with her because they were obsessed with her wife.

         Jules was an artist, and something of a local celebrity. She had paintings in famous galleries all over Ireland and she looked like a model. 11

         Really though, they weren’t the worst, and Grandad had softened the blow with the bribe of her favourite pancake lunch – Grandad made the best pancakes. He had also secured a promise from her not to dally. There was a storm warning for later that day. Not your standard weather for late July, but here, on the coast, anything can happen. They don’t call it the Wild Atlantic Way for nothing.

         Head bowed, Lana hurried along, hugging the shoreline. This beach was the best thing about visiting her grandparents. They visited every summer, so that Mum and Dad could get a break. Herself and Eoin would spend hours – days – foraging for shells and washed-up treasure, with their little sister Molly trailing behind, usually annoying them. Well, up until this year. Lana would have settled for even Molly’s company this year, but she had begged off, pleading to stay home with Dad.

         Lana stopped to take a long look at one of her favourite places in the world. Her heels sank as the wet sand yielded beneath her feet. Stopping was a minor act of rebellion, but this was her first visit to the beach this summer and it deserved a proper hello. Standing here alone though, the beach seemed to have lost a bit of its magic.

         Lana braced herself, leaning into the wind, scanning the sea, gulping in the salty air until her lungs were close to bursting. The wind whipped around, stealing her breath. If her promise to Grandad didn’t hurry her on, the weather would. 12

         A heavy mist had descended, obscuring the horizon, and soon the little tendrils of hair that poked out under her hood were plastered to her forehead. The waves were foamy and rough, clawing their way angrily up the shore. Grey clouds gathered ominously overhead, threatening to spill. A promise of the upcoming storm.

         Beyond the break, a family of seals at play disturbed Lana’s dark mood and stole a delighted laugh from her. They dipped and dived in the frothy water, their silky heads glistening like molten steel under the grey light. As one, they turned towards the shore and, vaulting back in unison, they flipped and twirled, a troop of synchronised swimmers putting on a display.

         Lana’s mouth widened into an amazed ‘O’. She gazed on, mesmerised, as the rest of the world drifted away and she was suspended in time, just her and those seals. A low humming – no, more like a ringing – started in her ears and, as if in a trance, she stepped forward. Her head stretched out in front of her body as she leaned into the wind, searching, listening. There! She could have sworn she heard a voice calling her. ‘Hello?’

         A sharp gust whipped her from her reverie. The sea barrelled in, sluicing around her, soundly drenching her to the ankles. With a yelp, she hopped back briskly from the approaching sea, inching its way toward full tide.

         ‘Ah, Lana!’ She laughed at herself, embarrassed. ‘Talking to seals is a new low, even for you.’ She shook her feet out one at a time. 13No, there was nothing for it, she was going to have to go to Kate’s with soggy feet.

         ‘I’m going mad,’ she said to herself. ‘Five minutes here, doomed to be a loner, and I think seals are talking to me. Tragic.’

         With a final glance, Lana turned her back on the sea and the seals and hurried up the craggy path to Kate’s house.
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            Chapter Two

         

         ‘The grandparents are well, I hope?’ Kate’s voice boomed. Why was she always shouting?

         Standing on the doorstep as Kate towered over her, interviewing her, Lana vowed to get the eggs and run.

         ‘Yeah, thanks. I can’t stay long. Grandad wants me home before the weather breaks.’

         With that, a flash of lightning ripped through the sky, followed closely by a resounding growl of thunder. The clouds cracked open a second later, and heavy blobs of rain ricocheted off the gravel drive.

         ‘I’d say you’re a bit late for that.’ Kate laughed, a deep, throaty chuckle. ‘Get in out of the rain, you’ll let all the heat out.’

         Lana traipsed across the checkerboard hall to the kitchen, her runners squeaking, leaving a trail of sand and drips in their wake.

         ‘Look at you,’ Jules gushed. ‘Isn’t she divine, Kate? Gosh, you must have grown a foot since I last saw you. What age are you now?’

         Lana cringed at the attention. ‘Eleven,’ she mumbled. ‘Twelve in a few weeks.’

         Jules was just being nice. Jules was always nice. Lana knew she looked an absolute state, what Nan would call ‘a holy show’. She had dressed for comfort, not fashion. As a parting dig, she had 15robbed one of Eoin’s favourite hoodies when she left, one of his nerdy, sustainable-energy-superhero ones. He loved it, but on her it was just grim.

         She stood, pooling water onto the immaculate floor, the knot growing in her stomach. Her hair was beyond redemption. She imagined the front bits were slicked into dodgy Victorian edges, while the rest of her mane was bundled into a topknot on her head. She couldn’t even shake it down to hide the redness that was creeping from her collar up her neck.

         Jules, of course, was oblivious. She swayed and pottered around Lana, like an amazonian ballerina, opening presses and setting the kettle to boil. Where Kate was a stern and stereotypical farmer, all Barbour boots and Paddy caps, her wife was the epitome of elegance. She bustled about, chatting easily as she glided from task to task. Before Lana had the chance to do a runner, she was ensconced at the kitchen table with a mug of tea and a plate of steaming cinnamon buns in front of her.

         ‘Cora? Cora, come down. We have a guest!’ Jules threw Lana a wink as she plonked another cup down across from her. ‘Isn’t this lovely for the pair of ye?’

         Here we go. Lana stifled a sigh; she might as well get this out of the way. Both Nan and Jules were about as subtle as a fart in a bath. And Lana was about to be dropped in it.

         Cora bounded into the room, and Lana’s stomach sank like a stone. She was one of those girls. You know the ones. Drop-dead 16gorgeous, legs up to her armpits and effortlessly cool. She’d never be caught dead hanging out with Lana.

         She took after her Aunt Jules, with tight, bouncy curls and deep-brown skin. In stark contrast to Lana, she was braving a crop top and leggings, with an oversized lilac cardigan that somehow draped over her shoulders artfully without quite falling off. She could have stepped off a photoshoot and into the kitchen.

         Unbidden, Lana’s hand flew to her own hair, before she snapped it back again. Why hadn’t she made a bit of an effort?

         Scraping her chair out, Cora sat opposite and offered a shy smile. ‘Hi,’ she half-waved, awkwardly.

         They heard Kate’s roar before they saw her, her voice echoing in from the utility room. ‘Did ye see this?’ Waving her phone over her head, she barrelled in. ‘They’ve only gone and put a video of me on the town’s social media page!’ Still raging, she stomped back out, muttering all the while.

         Lana arranged her face carefully, taking a slurp of tea to hide the smirk that tugged at the corner of her lip. That video was well on its way to going viral, last she checked. It really did make Kate look deranged, spouting on about the fairies and a curse on the land if they cut down the tree.

         Kate might be a bit mad, but her heart was in the right place. And besides, it was harmless – so what if she was a bit old-fashioned and superstitious? She didn’t hurt anyone – well, except for the Council’s bank balance.17

         Cora winced, scratching her head in embarrassment, wearing an awkward grimace as she eyed Lana, awaiting her response.

         Lana felt a pang of pity for the girl. She leaned in and whispered conspiratorially with a smile, flicking her eyes to the door. ‘They’re the same in my house.’

         ‘400,000 views?! Agghh!’ came Kate’s voice from the other room.

         Cora’s shoulders dropped and the two girls shared a grin, dissolving into fits of laughter once Kate was safely gone.

         ‘Thanks, Lana.’ Cora said simply, a bright smile lighting her face.

         The lump in Lana’s belly dissolved, replaced with warmth. She was forever putting her foot in it, saying the wrong thing, but this felt easy.

         They settled in then, with Jules ringing Nan to let her know that Lana hadn’t been washed away with the storm, and Nan’s blessing and encouragement to stay. Kate promised to drop her home in the pickup later.

         ‘I love your hair.’

         Lana cocked an eyebrow. ‘This?’ She pointed incredulously to her messy mop. No doubt it had dried into a frizz, with bits sticking out like she had been electrocuted.

         ‘Well, the colour I mean!’ Cora exclaimed. She laughed heartily, but Lana didn’t mind. It wasn’t in a mean way. They were laughing together; she wasn’t the butt of some cruel joke.

         ‘Thanks. I inherited it from my Great Granny Rhona.’ Lana was secretly proud of her hair; it was probably the only ‘wow’ 18thing about her. It seemed to change depending on the day – you couldn’t say exactly what colour it was, only that sometimes it was russet like a fox, sometimes rich and deep like freshly turned soil and sometimes, when the sunlight hit it just right, it looked like the heart of a bonfire. When it was loosed from her trademark bun, it lay in long waves down her back, super handy for shaking into her face when she was embarrassed, which, to be honest, was a lot of the time.

         ‘Well, it’s gorgeous anyway.’

         Jules swooped in, to squeeze her niece’s shoulders tightly. ‘Oh, Lana, I’m so glad you’re here.’ She planted a kiss on the top of Cora’s head before she could shrug her off. ‘I hope you’ll take pity on our poor Cora. She’s not as self-assured as you.’

         Self-assured? Me?

         ‘Oh my God!’ Cora wailed dramatically, throwing her hands into the air. ‘Do you want me to have no friends?!’

         ‘I think you’re safe on that count.’ Lana smiled widely, that warm feeling in her chest spreading. Maybe the next few weeks wouldn’t be so bad after all. ‘Friends?’ she offered.

         ‘Friends.’
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            Chapter Three

         

         ‘I’m glad you had such a nice time with Cora,’ Nan called over, a smug smile plastered on her face.

         ‘Yeah,’ Lana conceded. Nan had gotten this one right. ‘She’s pretty great. I’m going to meet her again tomorrow if the weather clears up.’

         Lana sprawled on the fluffy rug in front of the hearth, next to the equally fluffy geriatric cat. The storm raged outside and the Atlantic Ocean pounded on the door, and it felt like there might be no better place to wait it out.

         Lana looked around, skirting on the edge of boredom. With the power coming and going, there wasn’t a lot to do. Not much had changed in Carrig Cottage since she last visited. The cottage itself was small but perfectly formed, with a thatch roof and a pebbly front. Only if you cared to look closer would you see tiny, pearlescent shells dotted amongst the pebbles, a delightful little surprise hidden in plain sight.

         Inside was homely and comfortable, lit up with enough candles to worry even the bravest firefighter. The long oak table was the focal point of the open-plan downstairs. No two chairs were the same and there was a mad jumble of mismatched everything. Old China tea cups; hand-crocheted doilies in a myriad of colours. 20Black-and-white photos of long-ago cousins; musty cushions sprinkled with the odd new neon addition, courtesy of Grandad’s new knitting addiction.

         ‘Why don’t you read a book, Lana?’ Nan called from where she was wiping away the evidence of their supper – crusty rolls and egg mayo – that Grandad had had the foresight to prepare before the storm hit.

         ‘Nah,’ Lana responded. She decided instead to torment the cat, who was resolutely ignoring her, refusing to give up his throne in front of the fire.

         ‘Ah, would you leave him alone, Lana? McGuigan’s been through more than you know.’

         Lana giggled when the cat seemed to agree with Grandad with an emphatic yowl.

         ‘I suppose he’s an auld fella alright,’ Lana agreed. McGuigan had always been there, for as long as Lana could remember. He must be at least the same age as her. ‘How old is he anyway?’ Lana twirled a loose piece of wool in front of McGuigan, trying to entice him to play. He stared blankly in response, before giving a haughty sniff and stalking off.

         ‘Older than your old grandad!’ Grandad replied, merriment dancing in his eyes.

         ‘In cat years?’ Lana smiled widely.

         ‘Something like that.’

         Grandad winced as he lowered himself into his high-backed 21chair by the fire. His arms buckled and he dropped the last few inches with a heavy ‘Oomph’.

         ‘Your back, Ro?’ Nan called over. Lana was horrified to see a deep, worried furrow crease her brow.

         ‘My everything,’ Grandad retorted with resignation.

         Lana hopped up, fussing around him, stuffing one of his neon-coloured cushions behind his back. ‘Are you alright, Grandad?’ He looked tired and a bit worn out.

         She swallowed down the funny lump in her throat and tried to banish sad thoughts. She didn’t like thinking of her grandparents getting old. It was much nicer to pretend that they would live forever.

         Grace in her class’s grandma had died last year. Lana was sure she couldn’t imagine anything sadder. It was so big and so awful that she hadn’t known what to say, so she had tried to make up for it by being extra nice.

         Nan must have seen some hint of this in Lana’s face. In a flash, her own was smooth, with a crooked smile plastered onto it.

         ‘Well, if you’re not going to read, I have a job for you.’

         Lana groaned dramatically, for Nan’s sake as much as anything. Adults had a funny way of changing a topic as quick as the wind if they thought kids couldn’t handle it. They tried to hide things from them, or to shield them maybe. As if kids weren’t real people; and life and all the hard things in it didn’t happen to them too. It was ridiculous.22

         ‘There are a few boxes of books in the attic I need you to go through for the charity shop. It will keep you out of trouble for the night.’

         ‘Ugh.’

         ‘There’s a bag of sour jellies in it for you.’

         ‘Gah! My one weakness. You win this round, Grandmother.’ Lana threw herself onto the couch in her best approximation of a swooning damsel. She was delighted to see both of her grandparents laugh at this. The room lightened.

         ‘Thanks, Lana.’ Nan moved to squeeze her arm. ‘I’ll get the folding stairs down for you.’

         ‘Isn’t the, eh, old … family stuff up there, Kitty?’ Grandad asked in a slightly pinched voice.

         Nan waved off the question, dismissing it. ‘Those books are safely stowed in my room,’ she said pointedly, tapping her nose.

         ‘And the rest?’

         ‘What books?’ Lana’s ears perked up.

         ‘I’d have shown you, except you were determined not to read,’ Nan said lightly, not bothering to hide her smirk.

         With a good-natured eye roll, Lana got up to get to work. Nan pulled down the folding stairs to the attic for her. This was Lana’s first time up there on her own, and she was only allowed after Nan secured her promise to stick to the edges lest she fall through the ceiling, and a warning not to go rooting around in bags she had no business exploring.23

         An old rickety stool held a camping lamp and the jellies that Nan had promised. Lana also had a roll of bin bags and a thermos of Nan’s famous hot chocolate, with a sticky note – ‘for break time’ – on its side.

         Beyond the stool, just at the edge of the shadows, stood the boxes of books.

         Dragging the first box out into the light, Lana opened it, sneezing as a cloud of dust erupted from it.

         Humming along to the tune on the wind-up radio, Lana got stuck in. This would be a tedious chore to most, but not to Lana. She supposed this was because she was nosy.

         She swiftly made piles from the first box, skimming through single sheets of paper, separating rubbish from books. She quickly found a gem – a copy of Uncle Rob’s first book, Aquatic Mythology: A Deep Dive. Lana had the grace to feel a bit sheepish at this – she had already ignored a copy, which was currently gathering dust on her bedside locker. She really should read it. To be fair, Nan must have bought fifty copies, as she gave them out like candy. Someone’s birthday? They got a book. Christmas: book. Funeral or birth? You guessed it, they got a copy. Uncle Rob frequently, and nervously, joked that she might be the only person to have actually bought it.

         This one was an earlier, advance edition, with little notes added to the margins of the pages. Inside the front cover was a handwritten dedication:24

         
            This first copy goes to my lovely Gran, for showing me the magic of the sea and giving me the courage to explore it.

         

         ‘Great Granny Rhona’s copy!’ Lana skimmed the contents page: Rahab … Selkies … Sirens … Taniwha …

         ‘I’ve never even heard of half of these.’ Flicking through the pages, Lana landed on the ‘S’ section. One particular page was dog-eared from plenty of use. There was a little asterisk and smiley face scribbled in the corner in red biro. Starting from the top, Lana read softly aloud:

         
            Selkies

            Native to our shores, and to those of our good Scottish neighbours, selkies are – according to legend, of course – Ireland’s answer to mermaids. Selkies are magical creatures of the sea, who live in seal form whilst in the water.

         

         Lana smiled, thinking about the playful seals she had seen earlier.

         
            On land, they can whip off their coats and take human shape. Though they are members of the fae community, selkies tend not to spend too much time with their faerie cousins, preferring their own company or that of mortals.

            Compared to the Good Folk, selkies are much less tricky, and are content to ally themselves as friends of humankind.

            The selkie’s coat is more than their pride and joy; it is part of them. Many folktales tell of a sly fisherman luring a selkie from 25her underwater home, hiding her coat and tricking her into marrying him, only for the selkie to eventually find it and escape back to the ocean.

         

         Turning the page eagerly, Lana read on.

         
            This author believes that selkies are too clever to be easily tricked. But they may, by their own free will, choose to settle down with a worthy partner, shelving their coats and near agelessness, to live a human life. This, of course, is just my theory. If selkies were real that is …

         

         Cool. Hard to believe that quiet Uncle Rob has this much to say about anything, thought Lana. She put the book aside, resolving to read the whole thing while she was here, and to chat with her uncle about it when he was home, next week.

         With one box sorted, Lana took a break from the books to indulge her curiosity, edging around to the corner where a bag of clothes had caught her eye. She might find a couple of hidden vintage gems here! Maybe Mum’s fashion sense had been less tragic when she was young. Moving the bag, she exposed an old trunk. It was made of wood, bound by metal straps with delicate markings engraved in them. She ran her fingers over them, tracing the spirals and waves etched on the surface. ‘What’s this old thing?’ She glanced over her shoulder furtively – she really shouldn’t be nosing, but she was bored and this looked pretty mysterious.

         Lana dragged it around a bit, to get a better look, wincing 26as it screeched gently over the floorboards. ‘Oh hell.’ A golden lock dangled from the chest, teasing her with whatever it held. ‘Oh, well,’ Lana sighed, ‘back to the sorting I go.’ She made to shove the trunk back, but her hand grazed the lock, and it just … dropped. It landed with a satisfying thunk on the attic floor. Lana grinned, diving for the latch. ‘It’d be rude not to …’

         She slowly hinged up the lid of the trunk, to be greeted by crisp white tissue paper, carefully folded. ‘Maybe it’s the old christening gowns or something?’ Lana mused. Peeling back the paper, her hand grazed over something impossibly soft. ‘What’s this?’ Lana murmured. She tugged, and felt a little tingle up her palm as her fingers closed around it. A fur jacket tumbled out. It shimmered in the soft lamplight, changing colour from gold to yellow to auburn, just like Lana’s hair.

         Shaking it out, a familiar, nearly forgotten scent wafted through the air. The smell of the ocean, wood sage and sea salt, her late great granny’s signature perfume. An unexpected lump caught in her throat. Lana had only been little when Great Granny Rhona died, and her memories of her were hazy. They were more a feeling. Of fun and mischief, of papery-soft hands sneaking her toffees, and twinkly hazel eyes, bird-sharp and intelligent, in a wizened face, even to the very end.

         Checking for labels, Lana found none around the collar. The jacket had little hidden pearl buttons to fasten it up, and attached to one was a luggage tag, with writing on both sides.27

         Scooching closer to the light to read it, Lana examined the handwritten words. In careful, neatly spaced script, it said:

         
            Made from Granny Rhona’s ‘good coat’. A legacy for her kin.

         

         And on the other side:

         
            Try on in water.

         

         Her interest piqued, Lana pulled it closer to the camping lamp to take a good look. It was gorgeous. Soft and smooth, a dense, flat pelt. She had no idea what it was made from, but hoped fervently that it was a faux something-or-other. It would be too grim if it was real fur.

         Stuffing it against her face, she inhaled deeply. There it was again, strangely devoid of dust, her great granny’s perfume, that tangy, salty aroma that had always suited her perfectly. A memory rushed back of a photo of Great Granny Rhona when she was younger. She was wearing this very jacket, but it was much longer, trailing behind her.

         Something scratched at the back of Lana’s brain, another fragment of a recollection. She had seen another jacket like this on someone else.

         Placing it down gently beside her, tucking the sleeves carefully, Lana returned to the books. Nan seemed to have gone through a serious crime-thriller phase. But Lana’s mind kept straying back to the jacket.28

         She popped a couple of sour jellies in her mouth, dusting the sugar off her fingers on her lap and grabbed the jacket again, turning it over in her hands and luxuriating in its softness. Why do I feel like I was supposed to find you? She stared at it for a long minute, wondering if she was imagining the hum coming from the jacket in her hands. She fumbled with the tag, musing over its odd instructions, and made her mind up.

         I’m going to try it on.
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            Chapter Four

         

         Coat in hand and heart thundering, Lana scrambled down the attic stairs. She called out to her grandparents as she flew.

         ‘I’m having a bath!’

         Bolting the door swiftly behind her, Lana took a shaky gulp of air and sat on the rim of the bath to steady herself, coat still clutched in a now-sweaty fist.

         Sitting here in the bathroom, Lana couldn’t help but feel a bit daft. Maybe it was the harsh lighting in here, or just a general return of her sanity, but she couldn’t actually try the coat on in water – it’d be ruined. Whatever magic was hiding in the nooks and the crannies of the attic was sorely absent from Nan’s fancy new bathroom.

         It’s hardly one of those colour-changing ones? Lana asked herself wistfully. The ones that go luminous when they get wet? Molly had one of those coats, and although Lana was practically a teenager, she still thought it was cool. Not that she’d wear one, of course.

         Clutching at straws, Lana, she sighed.

         Dropping the coat softly to the floor, she reached over and turned on the taps full blast. Might as well run a bath while she was here. They didn’t have one at home, so it was sort of a treat. 30Plus Nan used those really posh salts and lotions. A quick dip and Lana would be smelling like the perfume section in Brown Thomas.

         The bath was huge, one of those big roll tops of white porcelain, deep enough to lay out flat. The tiles up the walls were sky blue – not the stormy black that was thrashing outside, but the calm periwinkle of a fresh spring day. Lana could nearly imagine she was at the beach.

         She hummed to herself as the bath filled noisily. Lana had always been comforted by the sound of water. When she was little and wouldn’t go to bed, Dad used to play a CD of background waterfall sounds on a loop. It was the only way she would go to sleep. It must have Pavlov’d her or something.

         She nearly died of fright when something landed softly on the floor beside her.

         ‘Agh! You scared the hell out of me. What are you doing in here?’

         Ignoring her, McGuigan padded over to where the coat lay discarded.

         ‘What’re you doing, you little creep?’ She shoved him gently away with her foot. With a low purr, he slinked around her. Then, stretching deeply, he flexed his claws and sank them into the coat.

         ‘Hey!’ She snatched it from the ground, tumbling McGuigan off, and drew it to her chest protectively. ‘Quit that.’ She studied 31it worriedly, but there wasn’t a mark on it. ‘Try that again and you’re out the window, pal.’

         Now it was in her hands, she didn’t want to part with it.

         Well, I might as well see if it fits.

         Shrugging off her hoody, she slipped her arms into the sleeves. It seemed to shimmer and change shape around her as she fastened it, the buttons melting into a hidden seam. It sat neatly on her hips. A crop would be cuter, but to be fair, this jacket must be ancient. Its rolled collar was snug against her neck. She was elegant somehow, even with her baggy sweatpants. More grown up, more herself. Just more. Twisting to admire her reflection, Lana thought she even looked different, like something had been missing her whole life, and now she was complete. Unbidden tears prickled her eyes, some deep-seated emotion threatening to swamp her. Lana blew out slowly. There was something about this jacket.

         McGuigan sat with his head tilted, statue-still bar the odd flick of his tail, watching her.

         Lana tugged the luggage tag gently and the knot unravelled, giving way and sliding from the pearl button. It was like removing the price tag from a new piece of clothing. The jacket was hers now. No returns. Turning the luggage tag over in her hand, Lana read again:

         
            Try on in water.32

         

         Like a marionette responding to the command, her body moved of its own accord, marching towards the bath. Her brain was too slow to stop it, and within seconds Lana had slipped herself into the bath, coat and all, sinking down into the warm, welcoming water. A charge like an electric shock spread out from the coat and into her; a silent flash electrified the room, the lights flickered and Lana changed.

         Slipping around in the water, she was fluid and graceful. Her breath hovered comfortably in her chest, like she wouldn’t need to breathe for ages. She heard the soothing whoosh of her heart in her ears, and further in, in a pocket of her mind, a little voice saying, This isn’t normal, you know.

         Popping up from the base of the bath, Lana placed two flippers – wait, what? – on the side and hauled herself up, facing her reflection in the mirror. The only bits she recognised were her eyes, swirling and green, though bigger than she remembered. More importantly, they were sitting in the face of a cute little …

         ‘I’M A SEALLLLLLL?!’ Or, in actual sounds, ‘Aaarp aaarp AAAAARP?!’

         Flapping around, flippers smacking the bath and in an absolute panic, Lana-seal – Lana-whatever-the-heck-was-going-on – yelped frantically and hurled herself rather ungracefully out of the bath. She landed on the mat with a thump, splashing a now rather soggy and perplexed McGuigan, who hissed his displeasure.33

         The transformation reversed – seal skin regressing, flippers stretching back to fingers and toes. Lana lay panting, face-down on the floor.

         ‘What the –?’ she whispered.

         ‘You okay up there, lovey?’ a concerned call came from downstairs.

         ‘Em, yeah, I, eh … just wanted to wash the cat …’ her voice squeaked back.

         McGuigan, from his perch on the toilet cistern, gave her a withering look and shook the water off his fur in retaliation. He sat back on his haunches and gave her a warning grunt.

         ‘Sorry!’ She muttered, a reflex rather than a genuine apology. She was rather distracted, to be fair.

         Her whole body humming with excitement, Lana returned her attention to whatever this was. She patted herself down, checking she was really her. As she smoothed the coat, she was amazed to find it was bone-dry, the water running off it. The rest of her clothes were pooling puddles around her feet, soaked after their dunking.

         ‘Impossible!’ She snatched the luggage tag from where it had floated to the floor and read it again slowly, her fingers shaking.

         
            Made from Granny Rhona’s ‘good coat’.

         

         Lana grinned, and before she could think better of it, launched herself back into the bath.

         Again she changed; the water fizzed around her, her body 34streamlining and stretching, skin thickening and shifting, peach skin fading to a soft golden-brown. Her ears popped inwards; the air in her lungs melted into her body, and the need to breathe was somehow suspended.

         Delighted, she whirred under the water, blowing raspberries, her new whiskers quivering. This. Is. Awesome!

         She would have stayed longer, but Grandad was roaring up the stairs that he needed the loo. She finally emptied the bath, wilfully ignoring the state of the bathroom – it looked like a tsunami had hit. Her clothes and hair dripped puddles onto the tiles. Everything except the jacket was soaked. Vibrating with excitement, she buzzed happily to the cat, still held captive in the bathroom.

         ‘Where did Great Granny Rhona get a magic coat?!’

         Hugging the coat tight, she scampered across the hall into her room, shouting a hasty ‘goodnight’ to her grandparents before closing the door behind her. Heart racing and a spark of excitement in her belly, she was already forming a plan to try out the coat again.

         It felt like an adventure was calling – one for just her.

         In the bathroom, a very still and slightly soggy cat reflected on the magic scene that had unfolded in front of him. He shrugged before padding downstairs to his spot by the fire.

         * * *35

         
            The Watcher looked in on the sleeping girl, not bothering to hide. Even if she had been awake, she wouldn’t see him. At rest, she looked even younger than her years, curled tight in a ball, one arm draped over the side of the bed. Her fingers still caressed the coat. She had needed little encouragement in the end.

            It was hers alright; she had definitely bonded to it. That was quite the surprise. They had all thought it would be the sister. She had hedged her bets, though, insisting on giving them each an ainm farraige. Still, her finding it now had triggered the usual chain of events. He would have to make a trip to Court, and keep a close eye on her. At least until the other one got back.

            He stared at her, his eyes easily piercing the darkness. Her young face was so serene, he could nearly feel sorry for her. It was a hard life between worlds, as he himself knew only too well. Better to let her sleep now and be at ease.
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            Chapter Five

         

         The next day broke calm and still. The last vestiges of the storm had rolled over the cottage and would be at the east coast of the country by now. Lana woke slowly, stretching luxuriantly as the sun peeped in beneath the curtains. Then she remembered the night before and bolted upright in a sweat. Was it a dream? A silly fantasy her lonely brain had cooked up in her sleep?

         She somersaulted up and popped her head under the bed, holding her breath, to check. Yes, there it was, the magic coat.

         Gulping, she dived back under the covers, her mind racing.

         ‘Okay. Think, Lana, you gotta chill. Get a hold of yourself.’ Her mind raced, filtering the possibilities. ‘What would Eoin do? Start with a list.’ Grabbing her notebook, she scribbled down her frenzied thoughts:

         1. I am low-key crazy.

         Gaaaah! This seemed the most likely explanation. Maybe an electrical current from the storm had fried her brain? Lana briefly wondered, would it be a bad thing to be crazy, if it meant magic coats and the prospect of adventures? Hesitantly, she wrote her next idea:

         2. It was a weird, sad-girl dream, brought on by being down here alone. It just never happened …37

         The coat peeked out at her from under the bed, and she dipped a hand down to just touch it. Like a soothing balm, it comforted her. It thrummed under her fingertips. I’m real, it seemed to say. Her resolve firmed, Lana returned to the notebook.

         3. The coat is ACTUALLY magic and turned me into a seal …

         She underlined this one firmly, the pen indenting the next few pages with the force. This one. This was the answer.

         ‘Wait, I saw something about this!’ How could she be so thick? Uncle Rob’s book.

         Lana stretched over and grabbed Uncle Rob’s book from the bedside locker. It had definitely said something about seal people. There it was: Selkies. She flicked through it quickly, in a blend of excitement and urgency, skimming the words and making her own notes as she went:

         
            Selkies are magic sea folk.

            They shed their skin on land and take human form.

            They long to return to the sea to their selkie families.

            They are a myth.

         

         A gentle rap on the door, followed by Nan’s head peeking around it, jolted Lana back to the present.

         ‘Are you ever coming down for breakfast, sweetheart?’ Nan chided.

         Sliding out of bed and into her slippers, Lana closed the notebook and tossed it onto her pillow.38

         ‘Coming right this second, Nan.’ Giving a final side-eye to the coat poking out from under the bed, Lana exited the room and followed Nan down the stairs.

         ‘Head over there to your grandad for brekkie; I’m popping out to survey the damage from last night. You can help with the tidying up after you eat.’

         Planting a smooch on Grandad’s papery cheek, Lana plonked down beside him.

         ‘Morning, Grandad. How did you sleep last night? Any weird dreams or, erm, hallucinations to share with us?’ Lana got a bit high-pitched at the end.

         McGuigan, from his usual spot by the fireplace, let out a cough that sounded suspiciously like a laugh. He padded over to where Grandad was sitting and, in a single elegant bound, landed precariously on the thin back of the chair, his tail flicking to balance himself, studying Lana all the while. He sure was sprightly for such an old cat. Grandad, nose firmly in his sudoku book, gave her a bemused smile.

         ‘None to report, lovey. Not today anyway. How did you sleep? Mini fry on the stove, help yourself.’ He nodded over to the food. Lana looked at him, suspicious. He was humming away tunelessly as usual, with a set of reading glasses on his nose and a spare on his head.

         Was she imagining it, or did he seem a bit edgy?

         Lana dished herself up a plate. Buttery mushrooms, beans, 39those little potato waffle thingies, black pudding and a couple of famous Kelly’s sausages. Lashing some fresh bread with butter, she popped back to the table. She gave the plate a cautious sniff – maybe it was the food making her loopy.

         ‘No weird side-effects from the storm so?’ She arched an eyebrow dramatically, half-mocking herself.

         Grandad threw back his head and guffawed at this. ‘You’re a gas ticket, Lana.’ He wiped his eyes, amused.

         Okay, she thought, as she started making her way through the breakfast feast, I might be crazy, but at least the food is grand.

         Chewing furiously, she considered the last option on her list. The coat is magic, a selkie coat … Now, the luggage tag said it was made from Great Granny Rhona’s ‘good coat’. Someone had to have written that message, and that someone had to know something. What was the exact wording? Something about kin – that’s family, right?

         Lana pondered what she already knew. I’m family, Lana shrugged, and it did fit me perfectly. But where did Great Granny get a magic seal coat? Did she steal it?

         No. That couldn’t be it. Great Granny Rhona was a sweet old lady; she would never rob someone, certainly not a magical being who lives in the sea, unless … unless Great Granny Rhona was the magical being who lived in the sea?!

         Lana pushed back from the table, the legs of the chair screeching in protest, startling Grandad.40

         Her heart thundering in her ears, she ignored the bewildered looks coming from both McGuigan and her grandfather and made a beeline for the mantelpiece.

         What was that saying Nan has again? The eyes are useless when the mind is blind.

         Because right there, sitting in plain sight, was a grainy photograph of Great Granny Rhona, holding a fluffy cat and wearing the very coat that Lana had found, albeit a much, much longer version of it.

         Scanning the rest of the mantelpiece, Lana spotted another, older photograph, in sepia tones. And there it was – the coat again, the same but different. This time it was on a little girl, who looked an awful lot like Lana.

         The pictures; Uncle Rob’s book; more glaringly obviously, her own transformation into a seal! It all clicked into place in her mind, like puzzle pieces in one of her escape-room games.

         Oh my god. I think my Great Granny was a selkie!

         Grabbing the pictures, she rushed back to her seat.

         ‘Grandad!’ she barked. He jumped in his seat, dislodging McGuigan, his glasses sliding down his nose with the fright.

         ‘Sorry,’ Lana added sheepishly. No need to give the poor old man a heart attack! She shoved the picture across the table to him. ‘Can you tell me a bit about Great Granny Rhona, please?’

         Dropping his pencil on his current puzzle, Grandad let his book close, then took off his glasses and folded them neatly beside it. 41A slightly panicked look came over his face. He pinched the bridge of his nose and shook it away.

         ‘What do you want to know?’

         ‘Erm, everything?’

         Lana had never been one to be bothered with history and the likes, but thinking on it now, it was a bit funny how little she knew about her great grandmother.

         ‘You don’t ask for much, do you?’ Grandad said with a laugh. ‘Well, she was your nan’s mum, not mine. I’m not sure that it’s my story to tell … there are some family bits that wouldn’t be mine to share.’ He shrugged, looking uncomfortable with Lana’s probing.

         ‘Please, Grandad …’ She batted her eyelashes at him comically.

         ‘Okay, okay.’ He arched a brow and, looking about as though he was afraid of being caught, continued, ‘Well, Rhona, that’s to say your nan’s mum, was always a bit of an enigma. She wasn’t actually Irish; did you know that?’

         Lana nodded, and ignored the blush that was heating her cheeks. She could be so oblivious. What she had thought was just funny old-lady talk as a little kid had actually been an accent. It was obvious in hindsight.

         Grandad went on: ‘Herself and her family came ashore up the road in Doolin. They introduced themselves to the villagers and told whoever was listening that they’d be living there now. Rhona’s dad was a local originally. He went off in the merchant 42navy to make his fortune, but came back with an altogether different treasure: a beautiful, mysterious wife and a wee girl, your great granny.

         ‘All they had was a small boat, a few choice belongings, and a dowry from Rhona’s mother.’

         ‘Where did they come from? Why did they choose here?’

         Grandad smiled, coyly. ‘They used to joke that they were part of an ambassador program, and wanted Rhona to get to know her Irish heritage. She was tickled when her daughter, your nan, married me, being a Murphy – it was very fitting that she ended a “Sea Warrior” herself an—’

         Lana’s eyebrows shot up her forehead at this. She leaned forward.

         Noticing her interest, Grandad coughed, covering it quickly with a gulp of tea. ‘You’ll have to ask your nan about, erm, all of that part of it.’

         Is he sweating?

         ‘Go on, Grandad.’ Lana resolved not to ask any questions while he was in full flow.

         ‘Anyways, Rhona and her mother and father slipped into the local way of life, friendly but reserved. They kept themselves to themselves. Rhona’s mum made quite the reputation for herself as a wise woman and a healer, but she never really settled. Her husband, your nan’s grandad, he died not long after they set up house. Sad business. Your great-great granny stayed on, but as the years 43passed, she got itchy feet. When Rhona was grown, she departed back across the waters to her ancestral home …’

         Lana nodded intently, holding her breath for more.

         ‘But it was too late for Rhona, for she herself had fallen in love with an Irish man, and they had had a wonderful child, your lovely nan … And they settled here on this very land. This was your great granny’s home of course,’ he tapped the glass on the old photo still grasped in Lana’s hand, ‘and it just felt right for us to settle back here on the la—Em, what was I saying?’ Grandad pushed back from the table, a bit jittery and distracted.

         ‘Oh, look at the time! I have, eh, knitting … that’s it, urgent knitting to do …’ Grandad scraped back his chair and began bundling his books and glasses into a pile. ‘You’re best off asking your nan, or Rob. That’s it!’ he exclaimed. ‘Ask your uncle Rob. Sure he’s mad for all the old stuff. He’ll be home next week. He swore blind to your mother that he’d be back for your birthday.’ Grandad was heading for the door now, as fast as his poor knees would carry him. He had begun singing loudly, leaving a bewildered Lana in no doubt that the conversation was over.

         As soon as Grandad had left, as though summoned, Nan swept into the room. ‘That was Jules there on the phone,’ she said. ‘She’s very sorry, but they can’t spare Cora today. The storm did an awful number on the farm. There’s a good bit of damage. They’ll be the day repairing fences.’ Nan tutted in sympathy. ‘You must be disappointed, love, I know you were looking forward to seeing her.’44

         Lana nodded furiously, trying to hide her relief. All she wanted to think about was the coat; she had totally forgotten about Cora.

         ‘How about tomorrow instead? You can have a little girly get-together.’ Nan waggled her fingers as though she didn’t quite know what a hang-out with a friend entailed.

         ‘Sure, Nan.’ Lana would have agreed to anything to get out right now. Her fingers itched, thinking of the coat lying under her bed, waiting to be used.

         ‘We can have a nice cup of tea instead.’ Nan’s eyes were watery. She was an awful soft touch.

         ‘It’s alright, Nan, honestly! I was going to go to the beach anyway.’

         ‘Do you want to ring home then? Maybe see if Eoin is free for a chat before his science camp? Or Mol?’ Nan asked, hopefully.

         ‘No thanks.’ Lana’s tone was clipped. Mum must have told Nan that Lana wasn’t talking to Eoin. She doubted Eoin had noticed yet, though. He probably hadn’t even noticed she wasn’t in the house. He was going to have to grovel if he wanted to come to the escape room she had planned for her birthday. ‘I just want to be by myself, okay? I’m good at that.’
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            Chapter Six

         

         The beach showed the effects of the passing storm. Knotted seaweed and driftwood were scattered along the shore like litter. The morning was calm and bright, the sky devoid of any clouds. It was so clear that Roane Island was visible through the haze on the horizon.

         Standing in front of the still water, the soft breeze tussling her hair, Lana shoved her feelings down into a contained ball in the pit of her belly. The whole summer break had been thrown into chaos because of Eoin and his stupid camp. The ball of anger and jealousy grew, hot and spiky. Eoin got his way in everything, with Lana expected to just get on with it.

         Still, she thought, not altogether unkindly, I bet his smelly STEM camp doesn’t have a shapeshifting coat! Excitement bubbled through her, banishing all thoughts of her brother and his petty annoyances.

         Lana plucked the coat from her bag and put it on, fastening the buttons with trembling fingers. She smoothed her fingers over the soft pelt and tugged it down over her hips. Stretching her gaze out towards the horizon, she spotted seals, their heads bobbing up and down in the distance.

         That fuzzy hum from the beach yesterday started again, and 46she strained to understand it. It was like tuning in one of those old-fashioned radios, searching for voices among the static. It was just at the edge of her mind. She clawed for it, like nails trailing on sellotape – if she could just find the start bit …

         
            Come in, come home.

         

         She staggered back. ‘Wha– who said that?’

         
            Come in, come home. Clearer this time.

         

         Before she could talk herself out of it, Lana squared her shoulders and raced into the ocean. The transformation happened as before, the coat melting into her skin, her body changing, hands giving way to flippers. Lana was astounded by how not-weird, how normal this felt; she was graceful and strong, lithe and fast. She was free.

         She bounced through the water at first, crashing to the shale, throwing up a murky cloud of sand. Her new body was clumsy as she tried to direct it. Stilling, she closed her eyes and let herself sink to the sea floor, bubbles gently floating from her nose one by one with a satisfying plop. Her mind stilled with her body, and she let her instincts guide her. She pushed off with her tail, flippers outstretched, balancing herself, building speed and confidence.

         Yeow! Bubbles rose from her mouth with this muted but joyous shout, as Lana ripped through the water forcefully, a 47type of sonar kicking in, guiding her towards the group of seals. She could sense them there, waiting. Urgency drew her closer and closer.

         Slowing as she approached the gang, flippers stilling to a glide, Lana was suddenly unsure. Three young seals approached her cautiously, as tentative whispers drifted into her mind. Were they telling her something? They circled her curiously, sniffing gently. Their leader, a stout grey seal with silver patches and outrageously long lashes over saucer eyes, bleated to her. Behind them, an enormous basking shark prowled in the distance, looking over curiously at the group.

         Lana blushed – if seals can blush, that is. An unpleasant warmth raced through her, her heart beating in an awkward tempo as she battled a crippling attack of shyness. She nearly choked and legged it – or is it flippered it? she thought.

         I can’t do this!

         Sure, she had hit it off with Cora yesterday, but that was a fluke. She usually tanked with girls her own age, so how could she manage to get along with magic seal people?

         Gah! How will I even talk to them? Hold on, can seals talk?

         A soft voice probed her mind. ‘Never fear, Legacy. You never need feel embarrassed here, we are all kin.’

         This was followed by a loud, deep gurgle. Wait, was that seal laughing? Either that or it was choking on a fish bone or something.48

         ‘Never fear, Legacy,’ Lana heard again, in a squeaky, singsong ‘voice’, ‘We’re all ki-in.’

         ‘Jeez, Ondine, nobody talks like that. You’ll scare her off!’

         ‘Yeah! Gwen’s right. She’ll think we’re freaks!’ She turned to Lana. ‘And, by the way, we’re not seals. We’re selkies,’ she added primly.

         They argued amongst themselves. One shouldered another, and they tussled and rolled in the waves, the third berating them both.

         Lana fluttered her flippers daintily in a bird-like fashion, the motion propelling her around them. A sound rumbled in the back of her throat, and erupted in hearty bubbles of laughter. Whatever form they took, whatever shape they were, these girls were just like her – a little bit weird and a little bit awkward.

         ‘Now see what you did!’ Lana thought this scolding one was Gwen. ‘You’re after upsetting her!’

         ‘I’m not upset,’ Lana laughed. ‘I’m just happy to meet you.’

         The ice broken, the selkie girls swarmed around, all jabbering at once, their tiff forgotten.

         ‘You did it.’

         ‘You found your coat.’

         ‘You came home.’

         ‘We don’t get many visitors …’

         ‘I think we might be related, like seventh cousins twice removed or something.’

         They chattered, welcoming her and introducing themselves. Overwhelmed but excited, soaking up the warmth of their welcome, 49Lana basked in a sense of belonging that seemed to be missing sometimes in everyday life.

         Lana wasn’t quite a loner, but this year had been hard. She had never really minded not having a best friend when she had Eoin. But he had forgotten she existed, or worse, was embarrassed by his tragic little sister. Not that he was so cool by any means, but he had this self-confident quality. And he was clever and said smart things, and it always left Lana a bit flat.

         Even Molly got more of a look-in than her. Molly was always making trouble, but no one ever got cross with her. If Lana pulled the same stunts she did, she would be grounded for life! Basically, Lana wasn’t smart enough or funny enough to hold anyone’s attention. No one ever noticed her. Lana often felt like the least interesting person in the room.

         Pushing all thoughts of her day-to-day life aside, Lana focused on the here and now. She was a coat-wearing, bubble-snorting selkie! She was wearing a magic coat and breathing underwater – or holding her breath, whatever! She hadn’t quite figured out the mechanics of it yet. All she knew was that this was magic; she was magic.

         ‘Yes, yes you are.’

         ‘Well, actually she’s a legacy.’ This was from the tiny one that looked like an adorable, living toy.

         The first selkie girl spoke again and rolled her eyes. It seemed eye-rolling was universal – even selkies did it. ‘Oh, Ondine, do you 50have to be so particular? I’m Gwenevere, by the way. Gwen for short.’ Gwen smiled, her huge, puppy-dog eyes belying a mischievous personality.

         Lana tried to sort of push a thought out. At least that’s what it felt like. ‘What’s a lega-sea?’

         ‘No need to shout!’

         ‘Sorry,’ she winced in response. ‘Still getting the hang of this. I’m Lana.’

         ‘Ondine. Nice to meet you.’ The second selkie girl bopped her head prettily.

         ‘I’m Jenna.’ The third selkie girl had drifted back to where the absolutely monstrous basking shark was trailing behind them. Lana knew there were basking sharks in the bay, and that they were harmless, but it was a bit alarming seeing a shark the length of a school bus this close up. He was a tank of a creature, his wide, gaping maw looking as though it could swallow her whole.

         Lana squeaked hello in return.

         ‘Oh, that’s Hector.’ Jenna’s whole demeanour changed; happiness flooded out of her as she talked about the creature. ‘He’s sort of a guard and sort of a pet. He’s super friendly. Humans get a bit freaked by sharks, but he’s soooo cute and nice. Isn’t that right, Hector? Who’s a good boy?’ She clapped and blew bubbles at the shark, who wagged his tail happily at the attention and gave a head nod and a strange approximation of a smile that was both endearing and mildly terrifying.51

         Gwen circled around, fizzing with excitement, gesturing all the while with her long, silver-tipped flippers. ‘Come on. You have to come meet everyone. Keep up.’

         ‘This is amazing.’ The thought rang clear and true from Lana.

         ‘If you think this is cool, wait till you see the Rookery.’
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            Chapter Seven

         

         Gwen zoomed off, taking the lead, closely trailed by Ondine and Jenna. Lana hurried along behind, doing her level best to keep up. Gwen chattered all the while, intent on giving Lana a crash course on selkies. She was a bit bossy, but Lana didn’t mind. She was just so happy to be there. Her mind raced giddily.

         ‘Selkies are real – some surprise, eh?’ Gwen gestured around with a flipper and twirled in delight as her companions laughed.

         Lana hadn’t the heart to break it to her that she hadn’t even heard of selkies until yesterday. They weren’t as famous as mermaids, or as notorious as krakens. Instead, she smiled broadly.

         ‘We talk into each other’s minds in this form.’

         ‘Like telepathy or something?’ Lana asked.

         Gwen nodded, before continuing, ‘You can close off your thoughts when you want to, but it takes a bit of practice.’

         ‘Right now, your mind is wide open. All of your thoughts are bouncing like echoes off each of us,’ Jenna said.

         ‘You’re very loud,’ Ondine added primly.

         ‘She’ll get the hang of it.’ Gwen wasn’t exactly smiling, in her seal form, but Lana could feel that she was.

         ‘What about Hector?’ Lana asked warily, putting as much space between her and the overly eager basking shark as she could.53

         ‘Noooo,’ Gwen rolled back laughing. ‘Sharks can’t talk, duh!’

         Lana felt a blush cross her cheeks. It seemed she could rely on being mortified whatever her form, she thought dryly. She tried again. ‘You said I was a lega-something?’

         ‘A legacy.’

         Lana followed them to the surface and marvelled at how the cool breeze tickled her silky head. She hadn’t realised that she had been holding her breath until they hit the air.

         ‘And what is that, exactly?’

         ‘You don’t know?’

         ‘Leave it off, Ondine.’ Jenna’s whiskers bristled with annoyance, and she let out a low whistle.

         Gwen ignored both of them and continued. ‘A legacy is like, someone who has inherited an old selkie coat. From a selkie who settled on land.’

         ‘Can anyone wear it so?’ Lana asked, discouraged. Was it just random luck that got her here?

         ‘Not at all,’ Gwen replied gently, turning gracefully through the water to face Lana, her whiskers vibrating with excitement. ‘You are special. Only a child rich in selkie blood can wear the coat, let alone be transformed by its magic. The coat called you!’

         ‘Yeah, it claimed you. We’re taught all about legacies in school.’ Jenna spoke in a quiet voice.

         ‘You’re kind of like unicorns. You have to bond with the coat. It’s yours now,’ Ondine added. ‘I am stoked that we’re the ones that 54got to greet you!’ Her and Jenna high-fived in excitement at this, spray flying between them.

         Gwen continued, ‘Legacies are super rare. Not many selkies give up their skins to live on land, and nearly all that do return to the sea at some point. Each legacy who is discovered is feted as a long-lost prodigal child to be celebrated.’

         ‘That sounds a bit intense.’ Lana laughed nervously.

         ‘Wait till you meet the adults; they’re going to be obsessed.’

         ‘You’re kind of a big deal. We only get one or two legacies out of every retired coat, and sometimes it takes generations for them to be found.’ Gwen spoke very earnestly.

         So I am a selkie, Lana said to herself, ready to burst with delight. ‘My great granny Rhona! This was made from her coat.’ She gestured to herself awkwardly with a flipper, veering away accidentally as she did.

         ‘That makes two this generation.’

         ‘We sensed you, Lana, before you found your skin. You had better believe we’ll be celebrating to welcome you home.’

         ‘Come on!’

         They dived deeper and the water became cooler and darker, brushing around her like velvet. Lana’s eyes widened, soaking up what little light there was. After a few minutes, they stopped and looked ahead.

         ‘This is where we live,’ Jenna, the small, brown selkie pup with deep, dark eyes, announced to Lana, with more than a tinge of pride. 55‘Welcome to the Rookery.’

         ‘Wow,’ Lana exhaled in a flurry of bubbles.

         The Rookery was a sprawling ocean haven. Hewn into an immense underwater cliff, it stretched both downwards, into murky black depths, and skywards, towards the surface. If you were to imagine a cliff face, you might picture a craggy, cold block of stone, harsh and unforgiving, unwelcoming. While it certainly ticked all those boxes – name a better place to hide a secret civilisation – there was beauty in it too. A haunting, melancholy beauty, which made Lana’s heart ache.

         Among the rocky seascape, there was bountiful life. Small, delicate, white flowers swayed in a gentle underwater current. Defying logic, they thrived underwater, tenaciously growing out of rock and dirt in the deep gloom. Tumbling vines of green-and-blue seagrass softened the cliff face, and Lana was amazed to see rows and rows of oysters, strung in neat, vertical lines as far as her eyes could see.

         ‘Pearls,’ Ondine explained. ‘Got to have a revenue stream.’

         Selkies buzzed around in every direction. Little ones peeked their heads out at her, retreating like turtles into holes in the cliff wall when she spotted them.

         The three girls led Lana to a cavern. Lana flinched at its dark mouth.

         ‘It’s okay,’ Jenna reassured her gently.

         Lana followed, wide-eyed, amazed by the soft glow twinkling from the walls.56

         As other selkies passed, Lana felt delicate tendrils of warmth reach out to caress her mind. Nothing rough or invasive, but soft murmurs of welcome. The sounds sat in her heart and hummed gently.

         As they swam, they filled her in on how the Rookery worked. Most of it went right over Lana’s head, distracted as she was by discovering this whole new, incredible world. Gwen droned on, with Lana half-listening, half-peering down passageways. She wondered what made the underwater passages so shiny and bright.

         Now they turned, making their way upwards.

         ‘Oonagh, our Prime, and her new husband are away at the moment. Morwyn is in charge until she gets back,’ said Gwen, rolling her eyes slightly. ‘She’ll want to see you.’

         Lana panicked. This had all been too easy – getting her coat, meeting the girls. A tiny worry wormed its way into her chest and seeped out of her. What if Morwyn doesn’t like me?

         ‘Lana!’ Gwen stopped suddenly, and the four of them piled up before tipping like dominos. Her voice was stern, but in a nice way that brooked no argument. ‘Selkie children, and that includes you, are considered the most precious jewels of the sea, more priceless than pearls or shells. There aren’t so many selkies left in the world anymore, and not many kids born, so you can just imagine how excited everyone’s going to be to meet you.’

         ‘What’s she like?’ Lana felt sick at the idea of meeting the 57acting Prime. From what she was gathering, she must be the equivalent of the Taoiseach or something.

         ‘Morwyn? She’s grand.’ Gwen wrinkled her nose. ‘Up you go, she doesn’t like to be kept waiting.’ With a shove, she propelled Lana to the surface, staying below.

         Emerging from the water, Lana felt the strange shiver run through her. She stumbled clumsily. She had legs again, heavy and slow after her graceful swimming.

         She was caught carefully by sturdy hands and steadied before being released and then examined at arm’s length.

         The selkie woman in front of her was beautiful. Black hair fell sleekly down her back, her tan skin shone with a golden glow and her eyes were green and sparkling. Her coat fell around her in elegant swathes, shimmering in greens and browns as she moved. Its end trailed behind her in the shallow water. She swayed on the spot, her face a mask of amazement as she took Lana in. Like a shadow passing, her face cleared and she greeted Lana with a warm smile.

         ‘You’re the absolute spit of her … It could be my old friend Rhona standing before me again as a girl.’ Her smile tightened, and a flash of what could only have been pain, or grief, marred her beautiful face.

         ‘I would recognise her coat anywhere.’ Her voice cracked at this. She reached out a hand to smooth Lana’s collar before pulling it back as though burned. ‘Beautiful,’ she said simply.58

         Lana blushed all the way up to the roots of her hair at this – what a compliment, coming from this ethereal beauty. She was just boring old Lana.

         ‘Hmm. Boring? I don’t think so!’ Morwyn scoffed at this. ‘No, don’t be alarmed; we don’t typically read minds while in two-legged form, but you practically shouted that one.’

         Morwyn took a deep breath and sighed it out. ‘I forget myself,’ she said. ‘I have a job to do.’

         Lana’s appearance must have really shaken her. Lana had always been told she was a copy-and-paste of her late great granny, but that was hard to believe when Lana had only known her as old and delicate, and a bit trigger-happy with her walking stick. It must be bizarre for Morwyn to have her friend’s great granddaughter standing in front of her. Weird too that Morwyn looked younger than Lana’s mum! Great Granny Rhona had been ancient when she died, and looked every bit of it. She filed that away to ask Gwen later.

         Straightening her shoulders, Morwyn shimmied in place and cleared her throat. ‘Ahem. Formally, as acting Prime of the Northeast Atlantic Selkie Clan, welcome home, Legacy.’

         Lana couldn’t quite make out the funny little look in Morwyn’s face, but she smiled broadly up at the woman.

         The next couple of hours passed in a blur, as Lana met and chatted to the selkie clan members. The pull to stay longer was strong, but Lana knew her grandparents would be starting to worry if she didn’t make shapes for home.59

         Reluctantly, Lana said her goodbyes, but not before Gwen and Morwyn secured her promise to return the next day for her welcome party.

         ‘A returning legacy demands a celebration.’ Morwyn spoke in a clipped tone. ‘As acting Prime, it will be my honour to host it.’

         Morwyn was a bit intense. Still, it had to be weird seeing some girl wearing the coat of your dead best friend. Lana put the thought aside as she transformed again and swam home. Her heart and head were soaring after her adventure. And two words echoed over and over in her brain: ‘Welcome home.’
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            Chapter Eight

         

         Lana floated through the afternoon in a daze, absolutely bewitched by her magical morning. Mechanically, she did her chores, already counting down the hours until she could head under the sea again. Her coat was carefully stowed under her bed, but she itched to put it on, feeling like she had cut off an arm to be without it. It consumed her every waking moment.

         Only when she sat down and asked Grandad what was for dinner was she jolted back to the present.

         Grandad laughed at her. ‘No dinner for you, you donkey. Your mum is driving up for the night to see you. Remember?’

         Lana stifled a groan. ‘Oh. Okay.’

         It wasn’t that Lana didn’t want to see Mum, not exactly. Only that she had been looking forward to poring over Uncle Rob’s book later. She needed to study the text and the intricate pictures. She also knew that Mum would plead with her to come home and try to make her feel guilty for staying away. And then Lana would feel guilty for not missing her family, not now. Not after making friends with Cora, and finding her coat. Nope, she would be staying put; they would have to drag her home at the end of the summer. Why should she rot at home, babysitting Molly, while Eoin got to make robots or whatever at his stupid camp.61

         ‘There she is now. Right on time,’ Grandad exclaimed, nodding out the window as Mum pushed through the gate and strolled up the path to the house. She swooped in the half-door excitedly and made a beeline for Lana, scooping her up into a swinging hug – no mean feat when Lana was stretching and was already at her shoulder.

         Inhaling Lana’s hair dramatically, Mum exclaimed, ‘My child, I have missed you!’

         Lana rolled her eyes as she greeted her mother. Yeah, right! They probably didn’t even notice I was gone.

         ‘Hi, Mum.’

         ‘And you two,’ she moved on to Grandad and Nan. ‘How are my favourite parents doing?’ They chuckled fondly at her and both moved to hug her too.

         ‘How are ya, Lizzie?’

         She looked a bit like Lana, but where Lana’s eyes were green, her mum’s were ringed with blue and tinged with copper, under heavy brows. Though both of their faces were dusted with freckles that popped up like daisies in the summer, Lana’s face often had a serious, nearly stern look to it, while her mum’s was soft and round, creasing regularly with laughter.

         She had got her hair cut last week, cropped short against her neck in a dubious style that she insisted was French. Her clothes were a bit suss too. She lived in those fleeces that were the unofficial mum uniform. She smiled her too-wide 62smile and prattled on about the evening’s plans.

         Lana sighed and tried to focus. Mum wasn’t the worst. She was a bit strict. She wouldn’t let Lana have a phone until she got to secondary school and, a bit embarrassingly, she had a habit of just breaking into song walking down the street.

         She did try to spread herself evenly between her children, but Lana got the raw deal. Between Molly’s messing and Eoin winning all sorts of awards, there was little left for Lana. In fact, she hoped they were missing her. They might appreciate her for a change. Lana’s face darkened.

         ‘Are you listening, Lana?’

         ‘What’s that, Mum? Yeah, I don’t care where we eat. Let’s just go.’

         ‘Okay, sweetie. Want anything back, Mum? Dad? No? Okay, see you later.’

         She returned her attention to Lana. ‘How about Chinese? I’d love a spice bag.’

         Mum chattered all the way in the car, buzzing energetically, barely stopping until they parked. Before getting out, she turned to face Lana and caught her eye.

         ‘What’s up, kiddo? I’ve barely got a word out of you. I was expecting you to be a little more excited to see your old mum.’ She made a goofy face.

         ‘Nothing, Mum, just thinking about tomorrow. Let’s get our dinner. I’m pretty tired; I want to get an early night.’63

         Mum looked a bit crestfallen at this.

         ‘Oh. I was hoping we could have a walk on the pier, with a double scoop of pistachio and rum and raisin ice cream, and I’ll give you my raisins because they’re gross.’ She winked at this. ‘And have a good catch-up. I really missed you, Lana.’ She paused to touch her daughter’s cheek delicately, before Lana shrugged her off. ‘The whole family does. I want to know every little detail of your stay so far.’

         Lana arched her brow. ‘I’ve only been here five minutes, Mum,’ she replied gruffly. ‘What do you think I could have got up to?’ Lana couldn’t even look her in the eye in case she’d weasel her secret out from her. Her mum would have made a brilliant interrogator; Lana doubted even a hardened spy would survive her questioning. Not that she’d torture you or anything – she would just talk you to death until you gave in. No, she had better not risk it. Safer to not engage with her at all.

         ‘Well, if it’s too much of a chore, I won’t force it,’ Mum said, with a tight smile. She examined Lana’s face closely. ‘Is everything okay, Lana? You can tell me anything. You know that, right?’ Her mum looked at her expectantly.

         Lana dropped her gaze, avoiding eye contact.

         Mum took the hint when she got zilch back, and unbuckled her seatbelt with a sigh.

         Dinner passed in pretty much the same vein, though Lana perked up a bit when probed about her birthday, coming up the week after next.64

         ‘Are you still happy to go with the escape room we were looking at?’

         ‘Yes,’ Lana nodded enthusiastically. She adored escape rooms. So what if they were a bit cringe? She loved the drama and excitement of them, and how her heart whooshed as they raced to get out. ‘It looks amazing! It’s pirate-themed and sounds super spooky.’ A delicious shiver of anticipation ran up her spine.

         ‘You could invite someone too?’ Her mum voiced lightly. ‘Maybe Cora?

         Lana rolled her eyes gently. ‘Maybe. I mean I just met her.’

         Mum squeezed her hand, her eyes all misty. ‘I’m just glad you two hit it off is all. I’ll book the escape room anyway. Easy to add another person to the booking. I still don’t know when your Uncle Rob will back from his trip. He’s a divil to get a hold of.’

         Mum filled Lana in on all the news at home. Molly was up to her usual antics, forever pranking their father. Her most recent one involving a pot of glitter, a hoover and a trumpet …

         ‘Don’t ask!’ Mum’s face was animated with laughter, her nose scrunching up in the way you knew she found something truly hilarious. ‘All you need to know is that Dad is traumatised and still farting glitter. He misses you an awful lot.’ Lana smiled at this. Dad could be a bit cringe, but he was a pretty good dad.

         The conversation stalled at the mention of her brother. ‘Eoin is doing great at his camp,’ her mother said proudly.

         That stupid camp; it was all they talked about.65

         ‘He’s doing a project on sustainability. His tutor said it was good enough to enter the Young Scientist competition!’

         ‘Good for him,’ Lana responded curtly, refusing to be drawn in. Nobody else seemed to care that they had cancelled their family holiday to Lanzarote so he could go. They hadn’t even said sorry, though they knew Lana was dying to go away. They just gushed about how it was ‘an amazing opportunity for Eoin’, and that there would be other holidays.

         Lana checked her watch and feigned a yawn.

         ‘I’m tired, Mum. Can we go home now please? I’m sure you want to get on the road soon anyway – you’d better get back to your kids.’

         Mum flinched. ‘Ah, Lana, why won’t you just –’ she cut herself off. Her shoulders sagged in disappointment and she deflated with a resigned sigh.

         ‘Never mind. Let’s call it a night.’ She pursed her lips together, a forced semblance of a smile.

         The drive home passed mostly in silence, with the odd attempt from Mum to coax something, anything, out of Lana. ‘Oh, I love this song.’ She fiddled with the radio and turned the volume right up. ‘I used to sing this to you when you were little, remember? Hoooome, hoooome, home is wherever I’m with youuuu.’ Her mom sang rather tunelessly but enthusiastically.

         Lana ignored her, resolutely focusing on getting back into the sea. She thought, a bit meanly, that it was good enough for her 66mum, keeping her in the dark about the selkie stuff. She would have to tell her about the coat eventually. Just not yet. Lana wanted to keep it all for herself. She never had anything just for her before, and she felt fiercely possessive thinking about her coat. What if they took it off her, for experiments or something?

         Besides, how do you tell your mum you can change into a seal? Her mother would probably bundle her straight home, or to the hospital to check she hadn’t banged her head. Or worse, laugh at her.

         No. Lana had to keep it to herself. If she was going to tell her mum, she would have to show her. She could hardly casually drop it into conversation. Like, can you pass the salt? And by the way, I found a magic coat and now I can transform into a seal. Or, what will you be when you grow up? Oh, I’ve already decided to be a shapeshifter.

         Lana sniggered to herself at this. It was true though. Her mother was a woman of science and logic, so she needed to be careful about how to present this to her. She wasn’t lying, not really. She was simply withholding information until the time was right. She would ask Gwen for advice.

         Actually, she had to check with them first! This was a secret civilisation, which had survived thousands of years. Were you even allowed to tell anyone?

         Besides, when did I ever have something so big and exciting all for myself? I deserve to soak it up, just for me, Lana decided. The rest of 67the family are getting on just fine without me, whatever Mum says. This is my secret. My world. There was a defiant glint in Lana’s eye at this, and her chin jutted out stubbornly.

         Their farewell was short and not terribly sweet. Lana gave her mum a cursory hug and a peck on the cheek before bounding up to her room, shutting the door firmly behind her. She was dying to dive into her research and note-taking, leaving her mum downstairs chatting to Nan and Grandad.

         Lana was so engrossed that she didn’t even notice the soft ‘Bye, Lana’ and the click of the front door closing as her mum headed away home.

         * * *

         
            The Watcher checked on her again that night. Again, the girl’s fingers trailed the floor, searching even in her sleep for it. The scent of the sea clinging softly to both her and the coat. Her chest rose and fell in time with the crashing waves outside.

            They were unfazed at Court. What did they care for a legacy? And so he got his orders. So long as the secret was safe, there was no need for him to interfere. He did feel a bit bad about not telling Rowan – the old man was a decent sort, and fed him well. Still, he mused, they would know soon enough, when the other legacy returned. What trouble could one little girl get into? She had the sense to keep it to herself, so let her 68have her fun. No. He was right not to say. Plus, he hadn’t been asked directly.

            He would follow orders and keep it to himself. Yes. Much better that way. Much better and less work.
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            Chapter Nine

         

         The man on the radio had been right – the weather was overcompensating for the horrible storm, and seven long days of a heatwave stretched before them. Today was going to be a scorcher. Lana sighed with pleasure and sat back on the garden chair, her face turned towards the sun like a flower.

         The back garden heaved with colour. Tall hedges sheltered it from the brisk Atlantic wind, and with Nan’s careful tending, it thrived. Wildflowers dusted the borders, and the raised beds were in full bloom, a clashing cacophony of orange and indigo.

         An old cast-iron bath had been repurposed as the star of the garden. It stood centre-stage as Nan’s pride and joy, a cornucopia of flowers. Nan had nearly fainted with relief when her marigolds had made it through the storm unscathed.

         Hidden amongst the floral haven, the hawthorn tree was Lana’s favourite though. It wasn’t showy like the roses, or dramatically beautiful like the sunflowers. It was understated, and often overlooked. Just like her. But the hawthorn berries were in early blush, their green bulbs tinged with a rosy glow. And Lana knew they would come into their own, in their own time.

         Cora had called early – they were always up with the dawn on the farm – and Lana was glad of the distraction. Her welcome 70party with the selkies was scheduled for later that day, and without Cora’s company she might have died with the anticipation.

         Nan had deposited them on the little patio, plonking a tub of factor-fifty suncream in front of them.

         Grandad had dusted off the old bistro table, banishing the cobwebs and covering its paint-flaking top with one of the good linen tablecloths from inside.

         McGuigan lay sprawled on a broken patio slab. His belly bared to the blaring sun, he looked for all the world like a discarded bundle of rags. Cora looked at him worriedly – his chest was barely moving. ‘Is he okay?’ She was lathering on another layer of suncream at Nan’s request.

         Grandad stepped over him gingerly, laden down with a tray. ‘Ah, he’s grand, Cora. He’ll outlive the lot of us, that fella.’ Grandad laughed heartily. The cat joined in, a deep throaty purr that seemed to roll in amusement.

         Grandad placed the tray in front of them, wincing as he straightened. It was packed to the edges. There were mini scones with cream, jam and butter; little granola pots with local yogurt and honey; oat waffles with strawberries and chocolate spread, dusted with sugar; and a giant jug of peach iced tea. The blocks of ice in it clinked together invitingly.

         ‘Slay! Mr Murphy,’ Cora cooed enthusiastically.

         Grandad looked to Lana, perplexed. She laughed back. ‘It means you did great, Grandad.’71

         ‘Well, thank you, Cora.’ Grandad dipped his head, delighted. ‘Slay to you too.’

         The two girls howled with laughter. Cora’s eyes were shiny and she wiped away amused tears. ‘Your Grandad is the GOAT, soo cute.’

         Grandad’s head whipped around at this. ‘A goat?!’ he asked, in a strangled voice. The girls creased themselves again.

         Lana and Cora just clicked. They sat easily together, as conversation ebbed and flowed, little pockets of silence drifting between them with no awkwardness. Lana wished she could tell Cora about the coat, but she knew it wasn’t her secret alone to share. In her mind, she was already making her way up the coast, hugging the shore until she reached the cliff face that housed the Rookery. She couldn’t wait to plunge into the atmosphere and drama of it.

         Lana had wrestled her hair into a long braid, tied off with a fancy-looking pearl bobbin and secured with a beautiful wave-shaped comb that Nan had given her. She was rather proud of it, and was delighted when Cora complimented it.

         ‘Thanks, your hair is gorge too.’ It was – all tied up into small knots all over her head, each one secured with a different-coloured band.

         ‘Aunt Jules’s handiwork! She did them when the power was out. It passed most of the evening hours during the storm. They’re called Bantu knots,’ Cora explained.72

         Cora smiled brightly at Lana. ‘This is really nice, having a friend to chat to. I’ve been a bit lonesome with my aunts; they’re brilliant, but they have to work a lot.’ She set her glass down with a little rattle. ‘I think I’d be lost without you, Lana,’ she said shyly.

         A pleasant warmth rushed through Lana at this. Herself and Cora had skipped all the awkwardness and were well on their way to becoming best friends. They had just clicked.

         ‘And I miss my ma and da,’ Cora continued. ‘Ma’s raging that she’s missing all the good weather. She’s going to come down from Dublin next weekend, and it’ll probably be manky again by then.’ She sniggered, imagining her mum’s misfortune.

         Cora’s mum and dad were working hard to get ready for a big move. Her dad had gotten a new job, and they were relocating to Clare.

         ‘I can’t believe you’re going to have six bedrooms for just the three of you!’ Lana was suitably impressed. She had to share a bedroom with Molly and the seven million or so squishy soft toys her little sister had. ‘You’re so jammy to have your own room.’

         ‘And my own ensuite!’

         ‘Ugh, lucky you! We usually kill each other over the bathroom in the morning,’ Lana laughed.

         ‘Do you love being a middle child, though?’ Cora asked.

         Lana was about to launch into a tirade about how manky Eoin was – like, had Cora ever been in a teenage boy’s room? How could someone who spent so long in the shower have a 73room so smelly? And he was soo stuck up his own bum since he started secondary school. And Molly! She could just about put up with Molly’s messiness, but she was also a menace to society. One of these days, her pranks would get her sent to juvie.

         Something in Cora’s face stopped her – some small, wistful look.

         Instead, Lana mulled over the question, before answering it carefully. ‘It’s pretty great.’ It was the truth too. They might be a pain in the arse, but they were her pain in the arse.

         ‘You should probably ring your brother so …’ Cora said sagely, taking a sip from her iced tea. ‘Is he cute by the way?’

         ‘Euww. Gross!’ Lana lobbed a blueberry at her friend, as Cora cackled, cracked up by her own joke.

         The afternoon rolled around, and Cora peeled herself off the garden chair, grumbling about having to go and help Kate out on the farm. It was with a strange reluctance that Lana parted with her.

         Now that she was facing it, the prospect of heading to the Rookery, for a party to celebrate her, was all too daunting. Everything about the coat had been too easy, too dreamlike.

         Gwen had said that everyone was going to be there. What if they took one look at her and said, ‘No thanks. Let’s get that coat back and you can head on back to your mundane life.’ Lana knew she was probably being silly, but the worry wormed itself into her mind and went to seed.74

         Cora had asked to meet for an evening swim, and she had agreed, distracted. She had another swim to take first. One she hoped she could live up to.
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            Chapter Ten

         

         Lana had helped with the clean-up after the girls’ afternoon in the garden. Grandad was very impressed with her focus as she whizzed through it all at top speed. She had a quick squeeze of a very reluctant McGuigan, grabbed her stuff and headed for the ocean.

         The beach was deserted as usual, but Lana looked around carefully anyway before donning her coat. There were sometimes stragglers who might accidentally happen upon this hidden gem of a beach. The sun beat down on her head; it was one of those days where you could smell the heat, and she was already roasted. The water lapped gently, throwing diamonds as the bright light scattered over the sea like a disco ball.

         Lana launched herself into the sea from the diving point. The transformation happened even quicker this time. She was barely beneath the surface before her coat had merged with her skin, shimmering and extending over her hands, head and legs. The now-familiar fizz ran through her, her bones melding and changing, her feet webbing, her body streamlining, her lungs expanding their capacity. Her green eyes widened to absorb what little light was available under the water.

         Looking down at her flippers, Lana was delighted to note that 76her seal skin matched her hair, a silky auburn that shimmered and changed colours in the sun.

         Diving deep, Lana gained momentum before changing direction and bursting for the surface, giving a joyous yelp as she jumped clear out of the water before diving beneath again. This is what it must feel like to fly. Lana had a lump in her throat; had she ever felt more alive than this, at one with the ocean, graceful and lithe? Some young pups, actual seals rather than selkies, joined her in formation, yapping happily, buoyed by her excitement. They escorted her down the coast as she hugged the cliff line, delighting in the cooling and deepening water as she approached the selkie commune.

         Gwen, Ondine, Jenna and some of the other young selkies were playing outside – some sort of football or, more accurately, flipper ball. Three teams bopped the ball between them, using flippers, tails and heads to pass it, trying to score points by depositing it in repurposed nets that swayed in the gentle underwater swell. They paused immediately, and Lana heard a tumult of excited voices.

         ‘Lana, you’re here.’

         ‘She’s here!’

         This cry echoed out from the direction of the Rookery. More selkies streamed out of the Rookery entrance, obviously expecting her, and they surrounded Lana, in a vortex of swarming figures. They murmured greetings into her mind, 77and as they did, a humming started. It was low at first, then rose to a strong but gentle buzz, and then a haunting tune emerged. A single voice began, with other voices and harmonies adding to it.

         
            
               Child of the sea, come home, come home.

               We’re longing to meet you, come home.

               The coat of our kin becomes your new skin.

               Return to me, our lost legacy.

               More precious than pearls, come home, come home.

               Daughter of ours, come home.

               Wealth beyond measure, the ocean’s true treasure,

               Return to me, child of the sea.

            

         

         Overwhelmed by this beautiful greeting, Lana was not surprised to feel her eyes well up. As she blinked, warm, salt tears squeezed out and drifted up, one by one, into the sea. Lana had never in her life been feted like this; she had never been the centre of attention, or felt so special. In a daze, she was ushered inside to soft murmurs of Welcome home, Legacy on all sides.

         They made their way upwards, towards the overwater halls.

         Lana emerged into a cavernous room, with ceilings so high she could barely make out the dome above her. The pool they clambered out of was right in the centre of the room, its edges shallowing steadily in every direction. The selkies swarmed out, shifting form as they left the water, chattering excitedly. 78

         Twinkly lights shimmered in the walls, like shooting stars darting across an indoor sky. Alcoves were lined with benches and scattered with tables, covered with dried kelp, oysters, fresh fruit platters and, surprisingly, sushi boards. Scented candles burned in sconces in the walls, filling the cavern with a salty, musky smell.

         Lana didn’t have much chance to sit back and just take it in. She was greeted by a stream of selkies, each now in human form, in every size, shape and colour. Their long fur coats swinging around them, they held back so as not to overwhelm her, but one by one, they approached and hugged Lana. Each made the same greeting of touching cheek to cheek on both sides. They introduced themselves by name and each gave a blessing in their own tongue as well. Lana made out the Gaeilge easily enough and responded with a ‘beannacht’ in return, but she couldn’t make out the other languages. There were a couple of selkies she guessed were maybe Scottish and Dutch, but she couldn’t be certain. Morwyn pushed through the crowd, chiding them to give Lana a bit of space.

         ‘Welcome, Lana. You have created quite a stir with your return to us. Messages have been sent across the seas, and ambassadors from other clans around the continent have already made the voyage to see you.’ Morwyn’s smile was tight, and she looked over Lana’s head as she spoke. She must have been distracted with all the organisation this party had taken.79

         ‘Our own Prime, who is away visiting the Maori clan in New Zealand, has cut her trip short and is on her way home. Even their taniwha, their clan’s guardian, is eager to meet you. So much so, she is escorting our Prime home.

         ‘Dance, sing and eat with us. I’m sure your little friends will take great care of you. You know so little of our ways. You must have questions for them.’ Touching Lana’s hand in dismissal, she glided away.

         The party passed in a daze. Everyone wanted a piece of her.

         Sneaking away from all the adults, who kept stroking her coat and trying to hug her, Lana grabbed a plate of sushi and plonked down on a bench beside her friends.

         ‘This is pretty intense,’ she said with a laugh, nodding her head to a particular adult selkie who welled up every time she saw Lana.

         ‘Oh, don’t mind her,’ Ondine cringed, her cheeks flushing with embarrassment. ‘That’s my mum; she’s really happy you’ve returned to us.’

         ‘It is legit a big deal, to be fair,’ Gwen added.

         Chomping on some maki rolls, Lana scanned the room. All of this, for me! Her gaze stopped on a male figure. He was striking in appearance, tall and willowy. Even from across the chamber, he drew attention. There was something in the way he moved – slowly and precisely, like there was no need to rush. With a feline tilt of his head, his eyes locked with Lana’s. Suddenly paralysed, a rush of adrenalin warned her to run. Or at least to look away. 80By sheer force of will, she broke his gaze, her heart thundering in her ears. Gulping air, she slumped, suddenly exhausted.

         Noticing Lana’s paleness, Ondine thrust a goblet towards her. ‘Here, drink. You’re as pale as a ghost.’

         ‘What’s wrong, Lana?’ Gwen asked, concerned.

         ‘H-him,’ Lana stuttered, nodding over. ‘That selkie – wait, he’s not wearing a coat; he’s not a selkie, is he? But he’s not human either.’

         Only as she spoke the words did she realise that they rang true in her ears. This was no human man; there was a certain otherness to him. But he was no selkie either. Chancing a look again, that feeling returned, but milder now, like a mouse warily eyeing a cat. He raised his goblet in salute and smirked, nodding knowingly at her. Then he returned to his conversation with Morwyn, whose head was thrown back, laughing hysterically at something he had said.

         Ondine linked Lana’s arm, patting her reassuringly. ‘Oh, him? Don’t mind him.’

         ‘Ugh, the Ambassador,’ Gwen piped in, in a sickly-sweet tone. ‘He is such a dose. Of course Morwyn is the only one who will put up with him.’

         ‘She is pretty old-school. Makes sense that she would be fawning all over him.’

         ‘That’s a polite way of saying it,’ Ondine snorted, a very un-Ondine-like snort.81

         ‘Guys!’ Lana was lost. ‘Who is the Ambassador, and why do I feel like I’ve been running cross-country in the Community Games?’

         ‘That’s just the prey effect. It doesn’t work on us, as technically we’re fae too.’

         ‘Yeah, sort of like cousins; the same but different.’

         ‘How rude that he used it, though!’

         ‘I know, right?’

         ‘Helloo?! I have zero idea what you’re on about!’

         ‘Sorry, Lana. He,’ Gwen pointed defiantly, ‘is one of the Good Folk. He’s the local ambassador, in fact, though we all know he’s just keeping tabs on us and reporting back.’

         ‘Good Folk? As in a faerie?’ Lana let out a slow breath, her lips puckered. ‘I didn’t think faeries were real.’

         ‘As real as selkies,’ her friend laughed. ‘You hardly thought we were the only secret civilisation?’

         ‘Ireland is a bit of an anomaly, to be fair – rich in magic and secrets,’ Ondine continued. ‘The old stories – well, there’s a grain of truth in all of them. Even regular humans around here may have a drop of Tuathan blood in them, however diluted.’

         Lana gobbled up their lore. She was amazed to learn that selkies frequently walked among humans. Some even left the sea to get jobs or go to university, or for more mundane purposes like acquiring creature comforts such as cosy slippers when out of the water, or batteries for torches or lamps.

         Ondine told Lana that she would be surprised at the number 82of mystical creatures that walked among humans. Their cousins, the Faerie Folk, still inhabited the countryside, though in lower numbers now, hidden behind the veil. Humans were so used to ignoring magic and mystical things, even if they were dangled right in front of them.

         ‘Selkies rarely stay out of the sea for long though; it’s in our blood.’ Ondine shivered, revolted by the thought of it. ‘We might visit other clans, but we try to keep our trips to the surface to a minimum.’

         ‘We’re pretty tame,’ Jenna agreed with a laugh, ‘unless you count the Rites.’

         ‘Yeah right. As if you’d bother.’ Gwen seemed tickled by this.

         ‘What are the Rites?’ Lana was finding it hard to keep up.

         ‘Nothing you need to worry about. A silly old ritual for “The Worthy”.’ Gwen wrinkled her nose in amusement. ‘No one bothers with that old-fashioned nonsense anymore. Enough of that, come on!’

         Swept back up into the dancing, singing and frivolities, Lana basked in the warmth of the selkie ‘homecoming’, as they called it. She took in as much information as she could, ate her fill of tasty treats, and was sad when Morwyn pulled her aside to tell her it was time to go.

         ‘Well, Legacy, did you have fun?’ Morwyn was smiling broadly, but it didn’t reach her eyes. She must be wrecked from covering for the Prime.83

         ‘I did. Thanks so much for throwing this party for me.’ Lana wrung her hands together, uncomfortable with Morwyn’s probing gaze.

         ‘Travel safe.’ Morwyn reached to smooth Lana’s collar, adjusting it around her neck. ‘You wear a precious treasure.’ She paused, her eyes still searching. ‘You are so, so like her.’ Morwyn was wistful now. ‘I never dreamed when we were girls that she would be gone … and her great granddaughter standing in front of me wearing her coat.’ Her voice cracked at this.

         ‘You must miss her very much.’ Lana’s voice was soft.

         ‘More than you’ll ever know.’

         A heavy pause lengthened between them. Lana shuffled awkwardly from foot to foot, eager to be off. She couldn’t shift an unpleasant feeling that Morwyn didn’t quite approve of her.

         Like a cloud passing, Morwyn’s face cleared, a practised smile illuminating her beautiful features. Saying her goodbyes, Lana dived into the centre pool and instantly transformed again. She headed for home, following the currents into the bay and bobbing up and down, enjoying the warm sun on her silky head and blowing droplets off her whiskers. Hector, the enormous basking shark, swam alongside her most of the way home, before nodding his huge head in farewell and turning back towards the Rookery.

         Lana was so distracted, reliving the excitement of the last few hours, that she didn’t even think to look around. As she jumped 84out of the water onto the beach and transformed from a seal into a girl, she heard a gasp and a muffled shout.

         Sand kicked up as a figure threw herself back from Lana, and it was only then that Lana snapped back into the present with a bang.

         ‘Oops!’
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            Chapter Eleven

         

         Lana blinked and swallowed furiously. Bile was burning in her throat, and her mouth got all watery, as if she was going to puke a small kitchen up. I’m going to be sick, she thought in terror. Have I singlehandedly destroyed the secrets of a magical civilisation WITHIN TWO DAYS OF FINDING MY COAT?! she shrieked in her mind.

         A guttural moan, not dissimilar to that of a dying cow, escaped her. ‘At least I’ve been caught by …’

         Simultaneously, kicking backward, arms milling, thinking she was having some sort of waking dream, Cora fell back onto her bum, gasping like a fish out of water. She pulled at her hair before choking out, ‘Lana, you’re a … you’re a … Wait. What are you exactly?’

         Unknown to Lana, while she was off cavorting under the sea, discoing with the selkies like an Irish extra from The Little Mermaid, Cora had been diligently zooming through her chores. She finished early and hightailed it over to Carrig Cottage, hoping to nab Lana for an evening swim.

         To her surprise, Lana was MIA, presumed to be combing the shore by her grandparents. They directed Cora to this exact beach and this exact spot, and as she arrived, she saw a cute seal 86swimming towards her. She looked on in delight, but then the seal stampeded out of the ocean, which was freaky enough on its own, and then transformed into Lana with a bibbity bobbity boo.

         ‘What are you?!’

         Looking up and down the beach frantically, grateful there were no more onlookers to witness this mess, Lana hurried towards Cora, tripping over the pebbles in her haste. Sand in her toes, she retrieved her bag and hopped on one foot, pulling on her socks and shoes.

         ‘I can explain, I can explain. Can you just stop flopping around for a minute and let me think?’

         They both stilled. Taking a shaky breath, Cora rose to her feet and dusted herself off. She straightened her T-shirt and fixed her bag precisely, then paused again to collect herself before asking, ‘You are Lana, right?’

         Lana nodded, eyes wide, still not sure how this was going to pan out. At least Cora hadn’t run away screaming. Yet.

         ‘Okay,’ Cora said slowly. ‘You have a lot of explaining to do. Come on, let’s go for ice cream. You’re buying.’

         Cora was a great listener, only interrupting when she didn’t understand something. By the time they made it to the touristy prom and picked ice creams out – rum and raisin and salted caramel for Lana, smurf and bubblegum for Cora – Lana had told her everything in a garbled rush. They were silent now, sitting on the wall overlooking the prom, lapping their ice creams like 87a pair of cats. Lana glanced furtively at her friend. Cora had a funny look on her face that Lana couldn’t read. What must she be thinking …?

         ‘If I hadn’t seen it myself, I’d say your story is stone mad …’

         Lana nodded.

         Cora paused to tidy up her cone, where a drip was trailing down the back of her hand. ‘But seeing is believing and, well …’ A huge smile erupted on her face. ‘This is the coolest thing I have ever heard!’

         ‘You can’t tell anyone, Cora. Pinky promise?’

         Cora solemnly offered her little finger.

         Having sworn Cora to secrecy, Lana let out a sigh of relief. She believed Cora when she said she would guard the secret of the selkies.

         ‘I’m not going to be able to do this forever, though, Lana,’ Cora said, quite seriously. ‘You’re going to have to tell your nan and grandad.’

         Lana nodded. ‘I know, but it’s just so huge. I have to do it right. You said yourself, there’s no way you would have believed me if you hadn’t seen it with your own eyes.’

         Cora was very practical. ‘This is part of your family history. Someone is bound to know something about it, right?’

         ‘Well, Grandad was definitely being a bit shifty when I was asking about Great Granny Rhona. Whatever they do know, they are holding back for some reason. I’m going to have to figure 88some of it out myself.’ She sighed. ‘I could ring my brother later, though he’s probably too busy.’ She rolled her eyes at this. ‘Maybe Uncle Rob might be better! He wrote a blooming book on this magic water stuff! That’s what I’ll do!’ Lana perked up at the idea. ‘Mum said he’s due home sometime this week.’

         The secret didn’t lie as heavy on her anymore, now that she had someone to share it with, and the prospect of telling her family didn’t seem quite so intimidating either. The girls linked arms and headed back, heads close together, planning and chatting.

         ‘If you thought I was a surprise, just wait till you meet Hector,’ Lana snorted to a bemused Cora.

         It was a giddy Lana who danced home to Carrig Cottage. She had spent an amazing morning underwater, being feted by the selkie side of the family. And after the initial shock of Cora finding out, the two girls were now inseparable.

         Everything was happening so fast, and she was starting to feel pulled apart, so it was amazing to have someone to confide in. Cora grounded her, made her believe she could be a part of two worlds and belong in both.

         The rest of the week galloped away. Nan was so delighted that she had made such a firm friend in Cora that she didn’t probe too much about her comings and goings. Cora had agreed to cover for her when she spent longer stints underwater – but only after she had secured a promise:

         ‘You have to tell someone, okay?’89

         Lana agreed. ‘As soon as my uncle gets back.’

         The days flashed by like a dream. The two girls were as close as could be, spending the mornings together, chatting, plotting and swimming. Lana showed off her diving skills and even gave Cora a boost to the nearest islet, where Cora confided her deepest darkest secrets.

         ‘It’s only fair,’ declared Cora after filling Lana in on an exceptionally embarrassing encounter at a summer camp. The incident involved writing and performing a poem for the talent show at the end of camp, during which Cora totally froze and projectile vomited on the front row of the audience. ‘I do know you can change into a seal, after all.’

         Lana’s selkie friends never approached the duo, but kept tabs on them from a distance, with wary heads bobbing at the surface and the occasional grudging jump out of the water in acknowledgment. Hector was a little friendlier, taking it upon himself to keep an eye out for his newest selkie charge. Lana was pretty sure that Cora peed a bit in the ocean the first time she saw the giant shark.

         Lana’s afternoons were spent in the water, in true selkie fashion, playing tag and flipper ball with the other kids. She even sat in on some of their lessons. Ondine roared with laughter when she spotted Lana nodding furiously in Mistress Black’s class titled ‘Selkie Relations with Mortals: How to Spot a Seal Hunter’. She was equally shocked when Lana stayed on for 90‘Selkies: Human or Fae, Who Are Their Favourite Cousins, and Why?’ Lana only laughed in response before dashing off. ‘I have a lot to learn, that’s all!’

         Prime Oonagh was due back soon from her trip to the Maori tribe, and there was to be an even bigger party when she arrived. The summer that Lana had dreaded now stretched in front of her, sunny and bright. Life was perfect.
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            Chapter Twelve

         

         Curling up in a ball on the couch one overcast afternoon, cocooned in a patchwork blanket despite the heat and surrounded by two humongous, fluorescent-coloured, knitted cushions – Grandad’s latest creations – Lana took an overdue break. She was buried in Uncle Rob’s book on aquatic magical creatures. Grandad had pleaded her case with Nan, who had wanted her to dig a moat or something around the cottage.

         ‘Would you look at the child? She’s practically falling asleep from exhaustion. Go easy on her,’ he had said with a wink, before depositing her in this very spot. A tray was within arm’s reach, loaded with a bowl of fruit salad and a bottle of fancy cucumber water.

         ‘Lana!’

         Lana’s head snapped out of the book. She slid a bookmark in and mentally noted her spot. She had been reading about Maori monsters, the taniwha in particular – a huge, serpentine creature that guarded the tribes and kept them safe from evil. Mistress Black had told her that Prime Oonagh had been offered a ride home with one, just to meet Lana sooner.

         ‘Oh, Mum, Dad,’ she unfurled from the couch. ‘I forgot you were visiting today.’ She rushed to greet them. 92

         ‘You look so happy, love.’ Mum’s smile lit up her face. ‘The break away is doing you the world of good.’

         Dad’s eyes got all gloopy and misty at this. He was such a softy. He coughed to cover it – not that she’d call him out on it. She only pretended to mind when he started messing with her hair. ‘Hey, watch the plait.’ She ducked away, laughing.

         Plucking a piece of seaweed from it, he countered, ‘It’s a bit late for that,’ and flicked it at her face.

         Lana laughed. ‘I missed you, Dad.’ She allowed him to bundle her into a bear hug. Her dad was lovely. She knew he worked really hard so he could pay for nice things for the family, like holidays, or, she thought wryly, expensive science camps. Well, she was over that by now – not that she’d admit it to Eoin.

         Lana wasn’t sure what Dad actually did, only that it was boring and important. He had tried to explain it to her once, but she zoned out. To her it looked like he played Tetris with computer chips. And even though his job might have been a yawn-fest, he certainly wasn’t. He was a total messer.

         Mum was always joking that it was his fault that Molly was so wild, so he needed to just suck it up when he was the victim of her pranks. That included the time she put itching powder in his underpants right before he changed for an important meeting. Dad swore that the security cameras weren’t working that day, but if such footage existed, it would show his face turning purple as he tugged at his tie, gurgled at the foreign delegates 93he was meeting, and then frantically clutched his bum while running around the room, before ultimately pouring a jug of water down his pants. His guests, who were very polite and wanted to respect this strange Irishman, simply nodded as he dashed out of the room.

         ‘Get yourself tidied up and we’ll head out to eat. Chips on the prom okay?’

         ‘And fish goujons! Extra vinegar!’

         Lana raced through her preparations, slipping into one of her new summer dresses that she had convinced Mum to buy her. Her hair played ball, falling into beautiful waves when she brushed out her plait. She looked in the mirror and liked who she saw. It had nothing to do with the hair or the clothes. This girl smiling back at her belonged. And that was because of her coat. Slipping it on, she stood back to admire herself. There. Now she was ready. Maybe tonight would be the night she told them.

         Her chats with Cora had boosted her confidence. There was no reason her parents wouldn’t be cool about it; they were pretty open-minded. Mum could be a bit dramatic – Lana could imagine her fainting with a gasp and clutching at her neck before getting used to it – but Dad was super laid-back; he’d probably think it was cool.

         This coat was part of their family legacy – surely, it would be something to celebrate together. 94

         She bounced down the stairs. ‘I’m ready.’ She spun around, arms wide, letting her skirt puff out. ‘Well? What do you think?’

         Dad spotted her first and he did that nose-sniffy thing that meant my children are growing up too fast, but I can’t cry in front of them every time I notice it.

         Mum was less complimentary. ‘Where did you get that coat?’ she squeaked, a little pale. ‘Is that … Granny Rhona’s …?’ She trailed off, her eyes becoming distant.

         Nan’s mouth made an ‘O’ before she rearranged it into a smile. ‘It looks good on you, Lana. It suits you.’ Busying herself, she nodded to Lana’s mum and packed them all off.

         They ate as they walked along the seafront. Dad chattered, but Mum didn’t say much. It was a beautiful evening – the clouds had parted like a curtain, letting the warm sun cast a fiery orange glow as it prepared to set in a fanfare of colours. A pleasant breeze carried the salty sea air up over the promenade, tousling their hair and jackets.

         Lana enjoyed the ball of contentment in her belly. She was happy and excited, herself and Dad chatting easily.

         ‘And then Molly burst the bag of flour over the door, splatting Miss O’Neill and her cat with a mini explosion. She’s lucky she didn’t call the guards. Molly’s been banned till September though, so we need to sneak new library books to her now.’

         Lana picked crumbs from the paper bag and balled it up, 95popping it into a bin as they strolled. She licked the last bits of salt and vinegar from her fingers and sighed contentedly.

         ‘Your Uncle Rob is home next week,’ Mum piped in, her face tight and brow creased into a deep furrow. She flicked a buzzing fly away. ‘I think it’s important that you speak to him, okay? We might want to postpone the birthday celebrations until you do.’

         ‘What was that, Mum?’ Lana must have misheard.

         ‘Your birthday, Lana. We need to push it out.’

         ‘What for? What did I do?’

         ‘Nothing.’

         ‘That’s crazy! You can’t just cancel my birthday.’

         ‘I’m not cancelling it, Lana. I’m just saying that maybe we can reschedule. Just by a day or two. Me and Dad will still come up; there’s … stuff we need to talk about, but we need Rob here to … well, guide me, you. I don’t know.’ Swatting at the fly again, she avoided eye contact with her daughter.

         Mum threw her hands up into the air, exasperated. ‘The words aren’t coming out right. You’ll understand next week. Look, it won’t kill you to hold off the party for a few days. This is more important,’ she snapped.

         Lana looked at her mother, jaw hanging. She felt rage building up in her, like a balloon, getting bigger and fatter and more stretched until …

         Pop! 96

         ‘More important? I can’t believe you guys! This is ridiculous. We’re supposed to be planning my birthday, not cancelling it. I’ve already invited Cora, and I wanted to see my brother and sister on my actual birthday.’

         ‘Ah, Lana.’

         ‘Don’t “Ah, Lana” me.’ She gestured rudely. ‘I’m always the last to be remembered for anything. It’s like I don’t even exist. I can never have anything just for myself; it’s always about the other two. What is it this time? What’s more important than my birthday?’

         ‘Lana! Calm it down. This is about you! We’re worried an–’

         ‘I won’t calm down! Take me home; this evening is over.’ She stormed away, Dad trotting behind her. People were starting to watch, but she didn’t care. ‘Grand. Do whatever. Cancel my birthday. See if I care. If you can’t manage to celebrate my birthday, don’t bother coming up at all next week.’

         There wasn’t much talking after this. Sunset strolls and ice-cream plans were abandoned. Dad’s attempt to break the ice with silly jokes fell flat. Lana went into total lockdown. Her parents’ pleas to listen fell on deaf ears. There was no coaxing her back.

         The drive back to Carrig Cottage passed in silence, Lana staring out the window with a stony face. She shrugged off any attempts at farewell hugs, and didn’t respond when they insisted that she would understand next week. 97

         ‘Whatever. I’d be better off with a family who actually care. Maybe I’ll start looking,’ she threatened.

         Stewing in her room, she reflected on how such a lovely evening had turned sour so quickly. It served her right for daring to step out of the shadows and stand on her own two feet. For the first time, she had felt like more than the forgotten, boring middle child. She hadn’t realised that while she was having her own adventure, the rest of her family were simply going about their lives, not giving her a second thought as usual.

         She was already in bed with the lights out when Grandad popped his head in to check on her. She turned to face the wall so he wouldn’t see she was awake, or the tears dripping onto her pillow.

         ‘It’ll all be okay, sweetheart. There are just a few things your mum needs to work through, you’ll see. It might not seem like it, but she has your best interests at heart. I bet you’ll understand soon.’

         Lana stayed very still. She squeezed her eyes shut, hoping he’d leave.

         ‘Okay so,’ Grandad sighed. ‘Goodnight, Lana. You’ll feel better after you sleep on it.’

         * * *98

         
            The cat was out of the bag now, so to speak. The Watcher sat back and listened, surveying them all. They really were a dramatic bunch. The sooner he was back, the better. This needed delicate handling, more than the rest of them could manage. Being a legacy was an enormous privilege. But it was not without its difficulties: living between worlds; holding an eternal secret. He hoped she was up to the challenge.
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            Chapter Thirteen

         

         Lana did not, in fact, feel better after sleeping on it. If anything, the pit in her belly had grown overnight. Her eyes were salty from crying, and she was cross, cranky and extremely disappointed with her family. Scratch that – she was fuming. Muttering to herself, she got ready for the day.

         ‘Why do they even bother having a daughter if they can’t be bothered celebrating her birthday?’ She tore the hairbrush roughly through her long locks.

         ‘Maybe two kids are enough for them?’ She spat her toothpaste into the sink with venom.

         ‘I can’t believe my birthday is so unimportant. Like, really, am I sooooo low priority? Sure, why don’t I just move out altogether? I’d hardly be missed. It’s not like I don’t have options now. I have a whole other family who actually like me,’ she added tartly, straightening up her plushie pig on her pillow, a lot more firmly than she really had to.

         ‘At least listen to what they have to say, Lana.’ Even Grandad got the brunt of it, with Lana snapping at him to leave her alone.

         ‘I have zero interest in talking, Grandad,’ she said curtly. ‘I’m not sure what explanations could really help matters to be honest. 100I’ll be heading out for a while. No, not with Cora. I want to be by myself,’ she barked.

         Grudgingly, she took a bag of what could only be described as pity treats to placate her grandad. It wasn’t his fault, after all, that her lousy, good-for-nothing, moderately-smelly-at-times – well, mostly only Dad when he farted – family decided that her birthday was cancellable. She shouldn’t take it out on Grandad; it’s just that she was so hurt.

         She let out a sigh, looking at her grandad; she was going to have to say something. Maybe she could have given them a chance to explain, but she knew that when they started, she would just get so mad. You’d have more luck stopping an erupting volcano than stopping Lana mid-tirade. She didn’t blow often, but when she did … Still, it actually felt good in a way to imagine that she was voodoo-dolling them. Not serious voodooing; just the mild sort, like toilet paper hanging out of Eoin’s trousers, or Molly having extra-frizzy hair, or Mum saying, ‘You too,’ when the barista tells her to enjoy her coffee. Nothing nasty …

         This was something she was going to have to work on. She knew shutting her mum out wasn’t the answer. But this was important; Lana herself was important. Let them say their piece, and Lana would hold her ground. I mean, how many birthdays did a person have? You can’t just skip one!

         ‘Okay, Grandad, I’ll talk to them, but let them stew another while. A swim first will do me the world of good.’ Grabbing the 101coat, she slung her bag over her back, called out a ‘see you later’ over her shoulder and headed off to her deserted beach.

         The sea lapped gently over the sand, beckoning her in. She sucked in the salty air, calming instantly. Slipping on the coat, she did her usual checks before taking a running dive into the sea.

         Surfacing in her selkie form, she shook her body out before twisting herself into and under the sea – going nowhere, just stopping to admire and appreciate the ocean floor. She grazed her flippers along the bottom, feeling the shale and sand and watching the mini critters scuttle away in fright. It was nice to be by herself, and she was almost disappointed to hear a lilting ‘Lana?’ in her mind, courtesy of selkie sonar, as she had nicknamed it.

         Swimming towards the voice, Lana saw Morwyn speeding towards her. In her seal form, Morwyn was magnificent, huge and strong with long, lean muscles. She was grey with silver patches scattered along her chest, her steel-blue eyes matching the dark ocean all around.

         ‘I’ve been waiting for you, Lana. Come quickly. We have no time to lose.’ The thought shone urgent and frantic into Lana’s mind.

         Circumventing the main Rookery, Morwyn sped ahead of Lana, trailing bubbles in her wake. She looked back frequently to ensure that Lana was keeping up. They paused at an opening in a rock face. Looking up, Lana could see a dimly lit cave.102

         ‘Up we go,’ Morwyn uttered urgently.

         They swam through, up to the surface, and transformed. Morwyn’s coat dragged through the water as she strode out into a large cavern, Lana following closely behind.

         The walls here were covered in carvings, glittering in pearlescent greens and blues. The cave widened out, and there was a couch fashioned from driftwood, adorned with animal skins and cosy cushions. Behind it stood a grand arch, cold and dark, seeming to suck all the light into it. It was covered in markings, appearing to Lana’s untrained eye like hieroglyphs or Ogham. A shiver travelled up her spine.

         Grabbing Lana, Morwyn pulled her to the couch beside her. She spoke urgently, her voice flat and cold.

         ‘I’m sorry for my haste; time is of the essence. The Prime will be back soon and we must have this … sorted …’ She trailed off.

         Lana’s hand was sweating now, clasped tight in Morwyn’s grip.

         ‘Lana, have you heard of the Rites?’

         Lana shook her head, totally bewildered. Adults could be so intense.

         ‘Hmmm, good. I will explain. It is … a test.’

         ‘Oh,’ Lana nodded. ‘It’s something about worthiness, right? Gwen said something about it at my party.’

         ‘What else did she tell you?’ Morwyn tightened her grip.

         ‘Ow,’ Lana winced. ‘Nothing. That’s all she said.’

         Morwyn nodded. ‘That is the essence of it, yes. But there 103is more. It is a set of challenges, set by our Atlantic arch.’ She nodded to it, standing guard over them. ‘It is a great honour to take the Rites, and you, my girl, must take them.’

         Lana wriggled her hand free, glancing all around, though she knew they were alone. This was getting weirder by the second. She stood to leave.

         ‘Wait!’ Morwyn pleaded. ‘Sit, please. I am making an awful mess of this. Just listen.’ Her face was a mask of pain and grief.

         Lana hovered, undecided. ‘I’m listening.’

         Morwyn continued, choosing her words carefully. ‘There are some who believe legacies do not deserve to wear the coat. That they are little more than parasites, who should be stripped of it and turned out.’

         Lana pulled her coat tight around her, shocked.

         ‘The Rites prove that worth. You do want to prove yourself, Lana, don’t you? And keep the coat? The Rites are the only way.’

         A shudder of terror wracked through Lana. The coat was part of her now; she couldn’t imagine a life without it. Her mind raced. She didn’t understand where this was coming from. The girls had said legacies were special. They were loved. She slumped back down onto the bench, a boat with the wind torn from its sails.

         ‘But what about the party? I th–’

         Morwyn shook her head, her long waves bouncing. ‘That is why I called you now. Only an acting Prime can initiate the Rites. Once Oonagh returns, it will not be up to me anymore. She is 104already on her way. Once she is here, it will be out of my hands.’ She shrugged.

         Morwyn stood, smoothed her coat down and clasped her hands in front of her. Pacing in front of Lana, she continued. ‘The Prime and I do not always see eye to eye. If you pass the Rites, you will be irrevocably part of the selkie clan. Your place with us can never be questioned.’ Her pitch rose again. ‘You do feel like you are part of this world, don’t you, Lana? I can see how you long to fit in, like a child born to the sea. There is pride and prestige in taking the Rites, and no one could then question that you are one of us.’

         Lana hated that tears were pricking her eyelids and blinked them away. This didn’t seem right.

         ‘I fear that Oonagh will see things differently from me,’ Morwyn continued. ‘She has long shown her preferences, a disregard for the old ways, challenging how we interact with mortals. I fear she will say your place is above water, with your own … kind. I am conflicted myself, but to have your great grandmother’s coat returned to us … it is worth the risk.’

         Stopping in front of Lana, she crouched down and cupped Lana’s hands gently in her own. Her eyes were wide and earnest. Lana was scared by the wild look she found there.

         Morwyn’s voice dropped to a whisper. ‘We were best friends once, Rhona and I. Will you do this for me? For your great grandmother?’105

         The question hovered between them. Lana felt as though her world was crashing down around her.

         ‘Are they dangerous?’ Lana’s voice sounded cold to her own ears, like someone else was talking.

         ‘They are not without peril. But you can drop out at any time.’ Morwyn waved her concern away. ‘If you’re not up to the task that is.’ Morwyn turned her gaze to Lana again, and Lana felt the challenge in her words.

         ‘And if I fail?’

         ‘There is honour to be gained simply by trying. No one would deny you that … And if you did fail, well, nothing bad would happen to you, not by my estimation anyway. The Rites take place through this arch.’ She pointed behind her. ‘A faerie construct, full of tricks and fun. If there is danger, you can always leave. Get through it and either way, you will be sealed to us forever.’

         ‘Maybe I should talk to …’

         ‘Please, Lana.’ Morwyn’s words dripped like honey. ‘It would make your selkie family proud. Your mind is unsettled; I heard its discontent with your parents and siblings on our way here. Your selkie family would never treat you so. Go through the Rites, and you will gain full selkie status. You may even end up staying with us, with me.’

         Lana’s mouth twisted sourly as she thought of her last chat with her parents. She really did feel like an outcast in her own 106home sometimes. This could be a way to prove to everyone, especially to herself, that she truly belonged.

         Taking a deep breath, she threw caution to the wind. She was reckless in her anger.

         ‘Tell me what to do.’
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         Exhaling violently, Morwyn bent over with relief like a deflated sack.

         ‘There is no time to waste.’

         Grasping Lana’s forearm, she heaved her up. ‘Hold my hand. Like this.’ With her free hand, she pulled a cord out of her pocket and deftly bound their arms together, explaining as she went: ‘In order to make this official, we must follow the correct codes. This is a ceremonial crios, imbued with faerie magic. A promise sealed with it cannot be broken. It is used for the Rites.’ Morwyn wove an intricate fastening over their hands. ‘This crios has four colours: blue, representing water, our home; red, a sacred colour, symbolising blood and life; yellow, the colour of the sun, signifying our dual lives above and below water, and white, representing the divine feminine, a symbol of selkie power.’

         Making a final knot and tightening it with her teeth, she nodded and smiled at Lana.

         ‘Nothing to fear, my dear; no going back now.’ There was a slight tightening of her brow, before it completely smoothed again.

         ‘Repeat after me,’ Morwyn droned, ‘I, and say your name …’108

         Lana repeated the words as she was instructed: ‘I, Lana, through birth right and legacy, seek to complete the Selkie Rites of Passage, and bound by blood, cloth and pride, submit myself to the judgment of the arch.’ Lana couldn’t help but interject, ‘Hey, what does that even mean?’

         Saying nothing, Morwyn merely smiled before continuing, ‘As acting Prime, I accept your request to enter into the Rites. What has started may not be stopped; there is only the way forward. You are bound to the rules of the selkie; what is tied may not be untied.’

         With these words, the cord shimmered and a glow passed through it, snaking up both of their arms. Morwyn’s beautiful smile was so wide it lit up the room; she could not hide her glee. ‘It is done! The arches will decide the rest, starting tonight. Whatever happens, your coat is safe.’

         As Lana glanced back toward the pool, she noticed splashing as figures emerged from the deep.

         ‘Your mind, even in human form, rang clear as a bell, Morwyn. Such was the strength of your fear and desire. What is going on here?’

         ‘It is done, Oonagh,’ a triumphant Morwyn retorted defiantly. ‘All of the proper codes have been followed.’

         Turning to look, Lana shimmied out of the knot that still bound her to Morwyn. At this stage, Lana was a bit fed up with all the drama and, frankly, a bit hungry; she would kill for 109Grandad’s snack bag right about now. However, all thoughts of food fled her mind as she got a closer look at the group stepping forth from the pool.

         First came the most imperious-looking woman Lana had ever seen – a selkie, no question. Her coat had a stole pinned to its collar with a fine brooch. She wore a narrow gold diadem adorned with sea pearls on her brow, above her black, cascading braid with gold thread plaited through it. Flickers of gold also glistened in her coat, which trailed behind her, long and luxurious. A strong nose stood proud in her face, reminding Lana of a bird of prey. She was stunning and deadly-looking. The staff in her hand was pointed menacingly at Morwyn. This must be the Prime.

         She was perched on the back of a large creature. Red scales glittered in the low light; the beast’s long neck stretched skyward, tongue flickering, tasting the air. As it moved, Lana heard a soft tinkle of bells, like wind chimes swaying in a gentle breeze. This was the Maori taniwha, a protector and guardian, and apparently the Prime’s lift home.

         Behind her, hidden still in the shadows, a disgruntled male voice added to the discord.

         ‘Yes, Morwyn, what is the meaning of this?’ The man slid off their unusual steed’s back with a splash and strode through the shallows towards Lana and Morwyn.

         Lana’s jaw hit the floor as she took him in. He was wearing 110slightly soggy corduroy jeans and, instead of a long coat, a short bomber jacket, similar to Lana’s own – a legacy coat. He was older, with salt-and-pepper hair and a stubbly chin. A slightly crooked nose jutted from a kind face, but the most surprising thing about this mysterious man was that Lana knew him …

         ‘Uncle Rob?!’ Lana exclaimed in surprise.

         ‘Oh, put a sock in it, Robert,’ Morwyn spat. ‘You’re too late. Lana has agreed to the Rites. It’s been set in motion; there’s no going back now.’

         Her uncle flinched at her words.

         Ignoring Morwyn, Lana ran forward and hurled herself at her uncle. ‘Never mind that, Morwyn. It’s Rob,’ she squealed in excitement, wrapping herself around the perplexed man.

         ‘Why did no one tell me you were like me?’ She gazed up at her uncle.

         ‘We always had a feeling you might be the other legacy. When I heard you had arrived, I came home as fast as possible, but not before you got yourself into a bit of trouble.’ He smiled at her sadly. ‘Oh, Lana.’

         Lana was horrified to see tears pooling in her uncle’s eyes. ‘What’s up, Uncle Rob? Is it the sneaking out and changing into a seal thing?’ She forced a laugh. ‘You can’t really say anything, from the looks of it.’

         ‘Nope,’ he replied, lifting her hand to point to the cord still wrapped around it.111

         ‘Oh, this,’ Lana said feebly. ‘Nothing for it really. I have to prove myself.’ She finished with a shrug. ‘But you’re here now. You had to do it too, right?’

         Her uncle shook his head. ‘No, I –’ He cut himself off and sighed. ‘Lana, that cord and the vow you have made means you have no choice but to go through with the Rites.’

         ‘I know.’ Lana’s eyes darted to the Prime worriedly. The stern woman was nose-to-nose with Morwyn, giving her a sound talking-to by the looks of it. She dropped her voice to a whisper. ‘Morwyn explained that I had to do it. So I wouldn’t lose my coat …’ Her voice cracked like an egg. She gulped a breath in and steadied herself. ‘It’ll be worth it. To be accepted as a proper selkie.’

         ‘Oh, sweetheart, as a legacy, you are accepted as a selkie. You don’t need to prove anything. But what’s more, the Rites are, well, stacked against legacies. Think of it as dodgy Fae programming. It wants you to fail … The Good Folk are funny about their idea of “fair”. They feel that legacies should have to embrace their selkie heritage; that they need to be saved from a boring mortal life …’

         ‘Okay, so I might fail it. So what? I’ll try my best; that’s all I can do. Effort over result, right? That’s what Mum always says.’ Lana forced a smile.

         ‘Lana, failing is a bit more serious than that.’

         ‘Morwyn said nothing bad would happen …’112

         Uncle Rob sighed. ‘Maybe from her perspective. If you fail the Rites, you won’t be able to shift, you’ll be stuck in seal form for twelve months, well a year and a day to be precise …’

         ‘This is nuts. That can’t be right!’ Turning to Morwyn, Lana cried, ‘What the hell, Morwyn?!’

         ‘It is the only way to protect Rhona’s coat,’ Morwyn returned defiantly. ‘If you can’t handle the danger, you can leave. Then we will all know whether you truly are worthy. Besides, a year in seal form would be the making of you. It would let you earn that coat.’

         ‘I don’t understand. Why do I feel like I’ve made an awful mistake?’ Lana was close to tears. They threatened to spill in hot, heavy blobs.

         The Prime strode over to Lana and laid a comforting hand on her shoulder. ‘She lied to you, Lana.’

         ‘I told no lies!’

         Uncle Rob’s head looked like it might explode. ‘You twisted your words, and you know it. Your toxic version of the truth has no place here.’

         Morwyn squared up to him. ‘I am so sick of you parading around like you’re one of us. Wearing her coat. I will never accept you.’

         Rob staggered back as though struck.

         ‘It’s the least I can do, to honour your grandmother … to get one of her legacy coats back.’113

         ‘Enough!’ the Prime cut through. ‘There will be consequences for this, Morwyn. We are not Fae, stealing children and replacing them with changelings. You have gone too far this time. A human child cannot just disappear.’

         ‘You give her too much credit,’ Morwyn sneered. ‘She can drop out, leave. She can go back to her own kind.’

         ‘You know that means –’

         ‘Silence!’ The Prime’s roar echoed around the chamber, stopping both Rob and Morwyn mid-spat.

         ‘All is not yet decided. Come.’ She drew Lana to her. ‘We have not yet had our introductions, and there are a few hours yet to prepare you for the Rites. Robert, stop your scowling; we have work to do.’
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         Oonagh and Robert hurried through the Rookery, Lana trotting to keep pace, shock etched into her face. Tears had slowed to sniffs and catches in her breath. This couldn’t be happening. Up and up they went, until they arrived in a room high above the water, hewn into the cliff face. It was decked out in very typical human fashion, with an actual glass window looking out over the expanse of the ocean.

         ‘These are the legacy quarters,’ Rob explained as they climbed the roughly cut stairs. ‘Selkies don’t tend to feel the cold the same as we do, Lana. Even in human form, they are very comfortable in cooler environments, plus their coats are nearly always full-length, and so a lot cosier. It’s not something you’d consider in a warm summer like this, but in the chill of the winter, with the short days and the Atlantic crashing up against us, you would need human comforts.’

         ‘This is my room …’ It was a comfortable studio, remarkably dry and devoid of damp. Lana supposed this was because they were so high above water level. It was a bit messy and had a hint of a boy’s smell. Lana scrunched her nose.

         Family pictures adorned the walls. Lana cracked a small smile when she spotted snapshots of herself and her brother and sister 115in pride of place. There was a baby one of her in a navy sailor dress, dangling on Rob’s knee, a Santa hat skewed sideways on his head. He had always been her favourite uncle, though he spent most of his time away travelling. She just hadn’t realised it was underwater.

         There was a big bed pushed against the back wall, covered with blankets and furs, a locker on either side. Uncle Rob rummaged through one, pulled out an old brick of a mobile phone and plugged it into a battery pack. Throwing it back down, he turned to face Lana.

         ‘What will I do, Uncle Rob?’ A wail burst out of Lana. ‘I’m in an awful mess. What if I fail? I can’t just disappear for a year. What about school? Plus I don’t like eating fish and – what do seals eat?’

         ‘Never mind that now, Lana. Let me think.’ He paced furiously.

         ‘You’ll wear out the rug. Sit down, Robert,’ Oonagh chided. ‘There’s not much we can do until Mistress Black gets here anyway.’ She had been busying herself fighting with a small camping kettle.

         Lana’s uncle forced a smile as Oonagh plonked a chipped mug of black tea in front of him, in his ‘I’m Irish but more importantly I’m from Cork’ mug.

         ‘Here,’ she placed a mug in front of Lana. ‘This will help.’

         ‘Have you any milk?’

         ‘I’m out of fresh, but there’s that long-life stuff here.’ Uncle 116Rob rummaged in a press and grabbed a fistful of mini UHT milks.

         Peeling the lids back and pouring three of them carefully into her cup, Lana took a cautious slurp before raiding the biscuit tin and settling on a Bounty bar.

         ‘I have sent for help,’ said Oonagh. ‘Mistress Black will be along shortly, and we have sent out word to the Rookery. Your friends will want to help too of course.’

         She sat down beside Lana, holding her own steaming cup, blowing on it delicately. ‘But in all the, ehm, excitement, we have not yet been formally introduced.’

         Lana smiled nervously up at her.

         ‘Lana,’ Rob’s face cracked into a huge smile, a reprieve from the frown that had been creasing his brow since he arrived. ‘It is my great delight and honour to introduce you to Oonagh Demare, Protector of the Rookery, Prime of the Northeast Atlantic Selkie Clan, scrabble whizz and all-round good egg, and, on all but paper, my wife.’

         ‘Just Oonagh will do, thanks, Rob.’

         Lana smiled at the Prime, really taking her in. Under her regal appearance, Oonagh had a kind face, with twinkly eyes below a strong brow, her nose sloping elegantly out to greet a button mouth. She was peaches and cream, a real figure from a fairy tale.

         ‘It’s a pleasure, Lana.’ Oonagh extended her hand formally to 117shake Lana’s. ‘It’s only a pity that this is how we first meet.’ A deep worry line marred her brow.

         ‘It was a terrible trick Morwyn played on you. And the consequences will be harsh. She has always been fanatical about keeping the selkie clan intact; she never recovered from your great grandmother settling on land.’ An angry flush illuminated her cheeks. ‘This was an awful breach of power, of trust.’

         ‘She never took to me. Now we know why.’ Uncle Rob shook his head in disbelief. ‘But to trick you into the Rites …’ His hand tightened around his mug. ‘Oooff.’ He sagged under a sudden realisation.

         ‘What is it?’ Lana asked.

         ‘Your mum. She’s going to freak.’

         Lana felt a lump settle in her stomach and travel to her throat, thinking of how they had last spoken. A thought came unbidden. ‘Does Mum know? About you I mean?’ She gestured to his coat, to the room.

         ‘Of course,’ Uncle Rob replied simply. ‘She’s my twin sister. She knows everything.’

         An ugly cascade of nausea and anger rushed through Lana, though she wasn’t sure who the anger was for – herself or her mother.

         ‘She knew? She should have just told me. Maybe this wouldn’t ha–’ Her words trailed off as her brain connected the dots. Pieces of the puzzle slotted into place. ‘That’s why she cancelled my birthday, 118isn’t it? She wanted me to talk to you. She said it was urgent.’

         Uncle Rob winced. ‘She couldn’t get hold of me while I was away. Phones don’t travel well under water.’

         Oonagh tried to patch the hurts between them. ‘Maybe it would be wise to put this aside for now. We have bigger problems to attend to.’

         ‘You’re right, Oonagh,’ Lana responded in a shaky voice, steeling herself and forcing a smile. Mum wasn’t going to get off that lightly, but Lana knew she wasn’t completely faultless either. Either way, it would have to wait.

         She turned to her uncle. ‘Morwyn really did do the dirty on me, but that doesn’t let you off the hook either. Or Mum … But there’s loads to celebrate, too! Congratulations, I suppose! Although, Rob,’ Her uncle raised an eyebrow as Lana’s face cracked its first genuine smile all day. ‘Nan’s going to kill you when she hears you got married!’

         Rob shrugged. ‘Don’t worry! It’s not official yet, in human terms anyway.’

         Oonagh smiled at Rob, then set her face in a serious expression. ‘We had better get to work,’ she said. ‘Lana, you have much to learn. Now, this,’ she thumbed her own coat reverently, ‘is more than just a coat; it is part of us, our skin. I rarely take it off; it is too precious. It is the source of our magic and our longevity.’

         Lana nodded. She was new to her coat, but it was already part of her.119

         ‘When your great grandmother retired hers, she aged as a mortal. It is a rare thing indeed to give up one’s coat, an enormous gift to her land-bound kin. Though I can only be grateful, as it brought me Robert … Maybe you could fill Lana in on how you got your legacy coat, Rob?’ Oonagh nodded pointedly at him.

         ‘Okay.’ He reached over and gave Lana’s hand a squeeze. ‘Let me see. I came to my coat a bit later than you. It was a good summer. I had just finished my first year of university, and I was really struggling. I had messed up in my exams and was starting to regret starting at all. I was lonesome living in Dublin and missed home and my friends. I spent the summer travelling up and down the coast, but decided to stop at home, at the cottage, to see Mum and Dad, your nan and grandad.

         ‘Granny Rhona was there too. This was before you were born, you see. Granny was a bit poorly at this stage, but still full of mischief and always quick to joke or take you down a peg or two if you were getting too big for your boots. It was she who took me in hand, told me to stop my whinging and moaning and to decide.’

         ‘Decide what?’ Lana asked.

         ‘I’m getting to it, Lana.’ Uncle Robert gulped his tea and gazed evenly at her. ‘To decide if I wanted life to be hard.’

         Lana lifted an eyebrow at this.

         ‘That was my reaction too,’ he said. ‘She told me it was a choice 120– well, in the ways that matter anyway. I could hit roadblocks, fail at exams, let life pass me by. Or I could choose gratitude and happiness, live my life to the fullest and grasp every opportunity.’

         ‘What did you say to this?’ Lana asked.

         Rob pushed his chair back, stretched his arms out and laughed. ‘What do you think, Lana? I was nineteen years old. I rolled my eyes and ignored her.’

         ‘She gave me a thump with her walking stick and ordered me to put this coat on,’ he continued, picking at his legacy bomber. ‘She marched me to the prom, bought me an ice cream and then, when no one was looking, including me, shoved me off the pier and into the water. Of course, I transformed and created quite a fuss as the crazy-looking seal at the pier, flapping around like I had forgotten how to swim. At first I thought I had been drugged.’

         Lana nodded sagely at this. ‘Same Uncle Rob,’ she smiled, cradling her tea in both hands.

         ‘Anyway, Granny Rhona introduced me to the clan. She was pretty smug that she had called it right, that I was one of her legacies. Not everyone can or will transform into seal form,’ he said with a shrug. ‘In more ways than I can explain, it changed my life. It became my life.’

         Oonagh’s eyes shone, bright with emotion.

         Uncle Rob went on: ‘It opened my eyes to the magic around us, especially in the ocean. I went back to college, studying world 121mythology. I spent as much time as possible in the water, seeking out creatures of the deep, exploring the seas and discovering lost civilisations and magical beings.’ Rob’s eyes were aglow with passion. ‘I fell in love with life, and with a lot more than that,’ he smiled shyly at the Prime from under his lashes. ‘But that is a story for another day.’

         ‘I had Granny here to guide me, plus I was a lot older than you. I never took the Rites, of course; no one does anymore. I never felt the need, and I was warned of the possible consequences …

         ‘I’m sorry I wasn’t here to guide you, Lana.’ Rob spoke softly, full of remorse, clutching the table so fiercely that his knuckles whitened. ‘Granny warned me that I would need to look out for her other legacies. She had a feeling it would be you. You won’t remember. You were so little when she died, but she had met you when you were a few days old. She took one look at you and demanded the honour of naming you.’

         ‘She picked Lana?’

         ‘No, she actually picked Doris, which means “gift of the ocean”, but your mother was having none of it. They both settled on Lana, which means “calm waters”.’

         ‘Wow … also, cheers to Mum, for saving me from Doris!’

         ‘I never thought you’d find your coat so soon. I’m sorry I wasn’t here …’ he reached across to squeeze her hand. She squeezed it back. She didn’t want to go into the Rites holding anger.

         A knock at the door disturbed them. Oonagh hurried over 122to answer it. One of the boys peeked his head in, eyes wide like a deer.

         ‘For you.’ He handed a note to Oonagh. She quickly scanned it, then folded it carefully.

         ‘Thanks, Séamus. Go on, I’ll follow you.’

         She strode over to the table. ‘We are not without help, it seems.’ She smiled a tight smile. ‘The whole clan are behind you, Lana. But, Robert,’ this to her uncle, ‘there is an alternative …’

         Uncle Rob hissed out a sigh. ‘I know, but …’

         ‘But nothing.’ She lowered her head to plant a soft kiss on his brow. ‘You are thinking about this as a selkie. You need to think of this as her uncle first and foremost.’

         ‘I’ll be back with the troops shortly. And Robert?’

         ‘Yeah?’

         ‘Tell her.’ She smiled softly at Lana. ‘It will be better coming from you.’
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            Chapter Sixteen

         

         ‘Are you sure?’

         Lana nodded resolutely. ‘Completely.’

         ‘I get it.’ Uncle Rob shouldered her gently. ‘I’m proud of you. Though heaven help me telling your mother. She’ll never understand.’

         Lana reached to fix the cuff of his jacket. It held a special reverence for her now. Funny how he had always worn it and she had never noticed. Never seen it.

         ‘You’ll just have to make her understand.’ Lana said, lightly.

         They were interrupted by the sound of excited chatter clamouring up the stairs and into the room.

         Oonagh had returned, and with help. Lana’s friends spotted her, and their voices fizzled out to nothing as they swarmed her wordlessly, enveloping her in a group hug. Mistress Black, their teacher, trailed behind them, her back stooped under the weight of an armful of books.

         Lana’s laughter broke the tension. ‘Hey, a little air please!’

         They moved back, throwing furtive glances to one another.

         It was Gwen who spoke first. ‘We’re sorry for what Morwyn did to you.’

         ‘It’s brought shame to the whole clan.’ Jenna’s lip quivered.124

         ‘She’s a disgrace. There’s no two ways about it,’ Mistress Black’s thick drawl grew thicker in her anger. ‘Tricking a wee legacy, no less! And you a gift of the sea!’

         ‘Ya, she’s an awful b–’

         ‘Careful, Ondine!’ Oonagh warned.

         The girls dissolved into a fit of giggles, Lana included. It was good to have them here. Her friends. She swallowed a gulp of air, and the story came pouring out. ‘I thought I had to do the Rites. Or I’d be thrown out, or something.’ Her voice grew smaller. ‘Or that you wouldn’t accept me.’

         Oonagh shook her head in disgust. ‘Morwyn thought she would come out on top, no matter what. If you pass the Rites,’ Lana winced at this, ‘you will have “earned” the coat.’

         ‘None of us think you need to earn it,’ Jenna interrupted.

         ‘But if you fail …’

         ‘Trapped as a seal for a year and a day. Yeah, I get it.’

         ‘Did Robert tell you about the third option, Lana?’ Oonagh spoke directly.

         The question hung between them. It seemed to Lana that everyone around her was holding their breath.

         ‘He did,’ she said carefully. ‘There is an alternative. I don’t do them. I break the contract. I walk away now.’

         ‘And you’re aware of the consequences, Lana?’ Oonagh’s words were flat, examining.

         ‘My coat would be forfeit. My sealskin stripped, I would be 125exiled from the Rookery forever, and live the rest of my life above water. Like none of this ever happened …’

         Shock reverberated around the room. As one, her friends drew their own sealskin coats tight around them.

         ‘It would be like walking around naked!’

         ‘Worse, Jenna – it would be like missing a part of your soul.’

         ‘That’s how I feel about it too.’ Lana looked around at her friends. ‘I know I haven’t been a legacy for long, but my coat is part of me now. I dunno, it makes me more me.’

         She looked at her uncle. He gave her a restrained nod. Taking a deep breath, she continued. ‘That’s why I’m going to do it. I’m going to take the Rites. More than that, I’m going to pass them. I’m going to keep my coat and go home.’

         ‘That’s the spirit, lassie! Spoken like a true selkie.’ Mistress Black thumped her on the back soundly, knocking the air out of her. ‘Well, what are ye standing around for, girls? We have work to do!’

         Oonagh’s voice rang clear and true: ‘Lana, you are welcome to our clan, but I would not have you forced to stay with us. The Rites are binding, and we must uphold the verdict of the arch. In fact, we are bound by it. It is a faerie-gifted magic, and we cannot counter it.’ Her friends quietened down at this, looking around solemnly.

         ‘That said, there’s no reason for you not to pass it. We will prepare you as much as we can.’126

         Looking around, Lana couldn’t help but feel a little more hopeful and more confident. She had a lot of people rooting for her. She had to complete the Rites; the alternative didn’t bear thinking about. She felt tears prick her eyelids and a lump rise from her tummy to her throat. It was a pretty lousy time to have fallen out with her family, and she might not even see them before … No, don’t think of that. I can do this!

         ‘Okay, Lana, listen up,’ Ondine called out. ‘I’ll explain the basics of the Rites.’

         Blinking away her tears, Lana knuckled her eyes dry and squared her shoulders. She fastened her hair up into a high ponytail, prepared to soak up information, to cram for this test.

         ‘Go for it,’ she said.

         ‘Right, so you know what the Rites were for? It was basically brought in ages ago to protect the clan from exposure and from getting trapped in the human world. In the old days, fishermen used to try to entice selkie women out of the water and steal their coats. An occasional pup might also wander away from the Rookery and wash up on the shore. Seemingly a lost human child, such a pup might be taken in by kindly humans, but would then end up lost from the clans. Their families would scan the coast, crying out for their children to be returned, but the humans wouldn’t realise what they had done.

         ‘It was decided that a test was needed, to ensure that a young selkie was ready to take on the responsibility of shifting and 127walking on land, without being caught or exposing the selkie civilisation. And so the Rites were created.’

         Her teacher, Mistress Black, nodded proudly, pleased with her student’s explanation.

         ‘No one has taken the Rites in hundreds of years,’ said Oonagh. ‘We just don’t need it anymore. Besides, it’s … extreme, to say the least.’

         ‘Extreme, Oonagh?’ said Mistress Black. ‘It was barbaric. A way for the Good Folk to keep a hold on us. The arch itself was a faerie gift, imbued with magic. There’s one in each ocean, and the Atlantic one, as you’ve seen, lies right here, in the west of Ireland Rookery.’

         Lana nodded.

         Gwen took up the explanation. ‘Cool, so through the arch is where the ritual takes place. The whole thing can take up to three days, but time moves differently through there.’

         Lana’s eyes widened at this.

         ‘It consists of three tasks,’ Gwen continued. ‘You can leave at any time before they’re complete, but that is an automatic forfeit.

         ‘Coat gone. Exiled forever. Got it,’ Lana interjected.

         Gwen grimaced queasily before continuing. ‘Each task has a time limit, and each must be completed before you can move on to the next. Apparently, you may meet people you know, or see visions of them. We don’t know if the whole thing is an illusion born of magic or if you’re actually transported to different places.’128

         ‘And the challenges themselves?’ Uncle Rob interjected. ‘What can you tell Lana about those?’

         Mistress Black took over here, gesturing animatedly to a book she was holding, her long coat flapping about like Dracula’s cape.

         ‘That’s where it gets tricky. The tasks and challenges are never the same. They can be anything. They can take place underwater or over land. They can be basic puzzles or like waking dreams, like speaking to you or me. The common thread seems to be that they will test your maturity, truthfulness, loyalty and steadfastness. The arch will try to trick you and try to make you give up.

         ‘This looks important, Lana,’ Oonagh interrupted, pointing at a page in the book in front of her. ‘If you see family or friends, they are there to help. Either as a waking dream that you don’t quite remember, or as a faerie fabrication, plucked from your own head or heart.’

         ‘Huh?’

         ‘Don’t question the sense of it.’ Oonagh shook her head and laughed wryly. ‘It’s a rule of the arches – there is help to be found within them.’

         ‘There are other creatures in there as well, though!’ Ondine chimed in, looking up from her book.

         ‘True,’ Oonagh agreed. ‘Watch out for púcas, they’re generally tricksters.’

         ‘Púcas?’ Lana asked.

         They all started talking at once.129

         Rob leaned over the table, depositing a fresh pot of tea. ‘Talking animals. That’s all you need to know. If a creature is talking, it’s probably a púca, though there are other possibilities.’

         ‘Okay. Talking animals – probably tricky. Got it. But the tasks all seem so random!’

         ‘It only seems random, Lana,’ said her uncle. ‘Through the arch, you have to face your fears, your weaknesses. In essence, the tasks are chosen by you.’

         ‘Guys.’ A quiet call from Ondine interrupted the chatter. ‘Guys, I think I’ve found something. Look!’ She thrust an old, battered tome in front of Oonagh, looking up at her hopefully.

         Scanning it quickly, Oonagh gave an excited yelp. ‘Clever girl! Of course. How could I have forgotten? We can invoke guardian aid!’

         Mistress Black whooped in excitement, though it was more a battle cry than anything. Her brogue became thicker now, as she explained to the bewildered children.

         ‘Yes! Here,’ She stabbed her pointy finger on the text. ‘One called, not born to the coat – that’s you, Lana, a legacy – can invoke the help of a clan guardian. The guardian will provide aid and advice, but cannot directly interfere, should they agree to help … But we don’t have an active guardian, Oonagh. The nearest clan guardian is on the east coast of Canada. There’s no one who could get here in time.’

         ‘That’s where you’re wrong,’ said Oonagh to Mistress Black. 130She scribbled a hasty note, folded it in half and wrote a name in bold letters on the front. ‘Jenna, you’re a whizz on two feet; deliver this to the guest quarters. And take the overground route,’ she added with a laugh. ‘I want it to be legible. You will have a guardian, Lana. I’ll happily call in a few favours. When you pass through the arch, you will hopefully be greeted by a guardian. Her name is Tonya, and she will help you through.’

         As the evening drew in, Rob interrupted them all. ‘Your enthusiasm and dedication to Lana’s cause is admirable, but she should really get some rest before midnight.’

         He shooed them all out and shut the door firmly behind them, then ushered an exhausted but reluctant Lana over to the bed. He tucked her in and planted a kiss on her forehead. ‘Rest up, kiddo. Myself and Oonagh will be over there on the couch, having a chat. I’ll get you up when it’s time.’

         Lana lay down, her mind racing. How could she possibly sleep at a time like this? There was too much to do. But with the soft murmuring voices of Rob and the Prime in the background, and snuggled under the cosy blanket, Lana drifted off to sleep.

         It felt as though Lana had barely shut her eyes when she was being gently shaken awake, with Rob and Oonagh standing over her.

         ‘It’s time.’

         Lana’s eyes slowly adjusted. Stretching and rubbing the sand out of her eyes, she creaked upright. Night had crept in, and the 131only light in the room was from the kerosene lamp flickering in the corner and a sliver of moonlight peeking through the small window.

         The trio traipsed down the stairs in silence, before slipping quietly into the water to swim to the pool of the ritual room.

         Morwyn met them there, her eyes downcast and puffy, muttering under her breath. Two other stern-looking selkie women stood beside her, looking as though they were ready to grab her if she tried to escape.

         ‘She,’ Rob pointed at Morwyn, ‘is only here as she was your witness. She will be held under guard here until you return. Her punishment will be decided based on the result … Don’t worry about her,’ he continued. ‘Focus on the task ahead.’

         The selkie woman swayed with fright, nervously eyeing the two guards.

         Lana stayed silent, her heart and mind racing. She was afraid that if she started to speak, she’d chicken out. Her palms were slick with sweat, and she was so nervous she could barely remember her name.

         Her uncle crouched down so they were eye-to-eye and took hold of her shoulders. ‘You’ve got this,’ he nodded firmly. ‘We are all behind you here.’

         ‘Lana.’ Oonagh spoke in hushed tones. ‘I’ll say it one last time. No one would think any less of you if you backed out.’

         ‘I know. But I’m not giving my coat up without a fight.’ Saying it made Lana almost believe she could do it.132

         Oonagh nodded her approval. ‘I thought as much. Now, Lana, keep focused and remember. Remember who you are and where you came from. When the arch appears, move through. The only way is forward. It is time.’

         Oonagh smiled and turned Lana toward the arch, with an encouraging push.

         ‘Go on, little one. The pride and the heart of the clan are with you.’

         Shuddering slightly, Lana took a huge breath and stepped forward. The arch swallowed her up, and she disappeared into the darkness.
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            Chapter Seventeen

         

         The currach sliced through the water, oars dipping and rising in a creaky rhythm. Rob kept his head tucked as his powerful shoulders heaved and pulled. He made his steady way from the Rookery to his family’s home, his only company the moon rippling over the still water.

         Oonagh stayed behind with a group of selkie scholars, discussing possible loopholes and whether there was any way to void the Rites. The fae Ambassador had travelled immediately to the Rookery. Even he was stunned by what Morwyn had done to Lana. He had explained, however, that the faerie contract was ironclad. If Lana failed, a coat must be sealed.

         It had been aeons since a legacy had undertaken the ritual. On that occasion, the selkie on trial had failed, even with the help of a guardian, and was bound by the rules to live trapped as a seal for a year and a day. When he was released the following year, he was changed forever, his mind broken from a year of isolation, stuck in seal form yet unable to speak – not a seal, not a human, but not a selkie. He left the clan, destroying his coat in anger, never to return to the water again.

         Rob shoved these awful thoughts away for now. He was making the short journey home by boat in order to work his 134body and numb his mind. He focused on his breathing and counted his strokes. As the boat scraped onto the shallows, he jumped out into the water. He pulled the currach in, securing it with its frayed mooring rope. The sea was remarkably calm tonight, unlike his racing mind.

         Rob kept his gaze on the soft lights that marked the cottage and briskly traversed the winding path through the sand dunes. He steeled himself as he approached the front door. The half door was open. They must be waiting for him.

         Rob peeked in hesitantly, surveying the scene in front of him and finding chaos.

         His brother-in-law – Lana’s dad – was pacing in front of the fireplace, a worried look on his face. Eoin and Molly were on the sofa watching their dad march up and down.

         Rob winced when he spotted his sister, Lana’s mum, hovering beside the kettle. Her hair was in disarray, her eyes were red and her face was puffy. She clutched a crumpled tissue tightly in her fist, squeezing and releasing, like a poor alternative to a stress ball. Little hiccups escaped her every few seconds. She looked as though she had come through ten rounds in a boxing ring, and lost.

         And if that was bad, Rob nearly ran back out the door when he spotted his father. His dad was stationed at the kitchen counter, chopping onions for egg mayo sandwiches. This was clearly a cunning ruse to distract from his red-rimmed eyes and the 135occasional tear that trickled from them. He was fooling no one, though. Really, who needs seventeen shallots for a few sandwiches? His broad shoulders heaved with a combination of sobs and resigned sighs. Intermittently, he let out a barely audible moan and wiped his hands down his apron. He was a total softie, was Grandad.

         Nan, like a true Irish granny, was making tea by the bucketload.

         Through all the fuss and chaos, an unruffled McGuigan wound his way between Rob’s legs, and then, without any warning, dug his claws straight into his ankle.

         ‘Owwwww! What was that for?’

         Everyone pivoted towards Rob, and he waved nervously. ‘I’m ho-ome.’

         ‘Oh, Rob, what has happened to my baby?’ A wail burst from his sister as she launched herself at him. ‘We have to get her home. None of this would have happened if I had handled this better. When I saw her in Granny Rhona’s jacket, I just freaked out …’ Her voice trailed off.

         Rob looked away from her, ashamed. A worry lodged in his chest about what his sister didn’t say. That all of this could have been avoided if he had been here, as he should have been, to guide Lana. To protect her.

         ‘Shush, Lizzie, it’ll be grand.’ He patted his twin’s back awkwardly. He hated seeing her like this. She had always minded 136him, even when they were little kids. She had taken the role of older sister very seriously, even though she was only older than him by twenty minutes.

         ‘Oonagh has all the best minds on this. Messages have been sent around the globe. It would be a disaster for selkies everywhere if Lana were to be trapped in seal form. It would go against everything the magical communities have been working on regarding, um, human relations.’

         Lana’s mum gazed at him, willing herself to believe what he was saying.

         ‘Besides,’ Rob continued, ‘Lana is one tough cookie. She takes after her mum, after all.’ He shouldered his sister gently, and was heartened to receive a half-smile in response. ‘We have to keep the faith that she’ll get through this. Lana will pass the Rites and be allowed to wear her coat and shed it at will. She even has a guardian to help her.’

         Guiding his sister back towards the couch, Rob sat her down beside Eoin and Molly.

         Wide-eyed behind his large-framed glasses, Eoin nodded solemnly. This was a lot for him to take in. Eoin still wasn’t sure he believed what was going on, hopeful that it was some elaborate joke. When his dad said he needed to fill him in on the ‘family secret’, he thought it was going to be something a bit more mundane, like they used to be smugglers, or that Grandad wore a toupee.137

         Mug of tea in hand, Rob called for everyone’s attention. It’s up to me to sort this out, he thought to himself.

         ‘Well, Lizzie has told you what happened. We’re going to need all brains and hands on deck. Let’s trust in our girl to do her best, and hopefully she will make it through by herself.’ He smiled over at his niece and nephew, and continued. ‘But Lana is just a kid. And kids shouldn’t have to solve big problems on their own. That’s what your parents, goofy uncles and grandparents are for. You guys are never alone, no matter what.’ He pulled a funny face to make them smile.

         ‘Will she make it through, Uncle Rob? What if …?’

         ‘We’re not there yet, Eoin. Your sister is smart, and resilient. She won’t give up without a fight. But in the meantime, we should all try to find ways to help, even if it is just to distract ourselves.’ Rob smiled tightly at this.

         ‘We also have an ace up our sleeve – reinforcements if you will.’ The children looked back at him, confused, and Rob went on, ‘I’m wondering if your dad has told you the whole story …? We are in the very lucky position to have a fae on our side. This is an expert on faerie magic, a member of the Good Folk, an insider, who has been tasked with watching over selkie legacies.’ He gestured grandly. ‘Who happens to reside, at least for part of every year, in this very cottage.’

         Eyes like saucers, the kids frantically looked around the open-plan space, waiting for a thumb-sized Tinkerbell to appear. 138When nothing happened, they laughed nervously at each other.

         Imagine their shock when McGuigan, the geriatric cat they had known since they were babies, stretched and sighed, raising a paw as if at roll call at school. He headed towards his usual spot on the hearth, turned on his haunches and sat down. Looking at them each in turn, he spoke in a crotchety voice.

         ‘What do you want to know?’

      
   

OceanofPDF.com


   
      
         139
            Chapter Eighteen

         

         Lana stepped through the darkness, to be greeted by a blinding sun climbing overhead. As her eyes adjusted, she laughed to find herself on a desert island, dressed in what could only be described as Dora the Explorer’s nerdy cousin’s clothes. She had loved that show when she was a little kid … Snickering, she reached for the backpack she seemed to be holding and spoke in her best Spanish accent, ‘¡Hola, soy Lana! ¿Cuál es tu nombre?’

         She felt instantly buoyed by the beautiful climate. A thrill of excitement began to bubble in her chest at her upcoming adventure. ‘I can do this!’

         ‘Kia ora, Lana, nice to meet you properly. We were never introduced.’

         Spinning furiously, looking for the owner of the little voice, Lana landed hard on her bum on the sandy ground. She came face to face with a little red lizard, who was looking at her intently. Tiny blue bells jingled in her ears as she turned her head questioningly.

         ‘Are you okay? When I heard what had happened, I requested to join you as your guide and protector. I am Tonya.’

         Lana laughed in relief. To have a friend of any description was great, though she wasn’t sure what a tiny talking lizard could do.140

         ‘You must be my guardian. Hello, Tonya. Nice to meet you. Again, though? Sorry, but I think I’d remember if I had met a talking … wait, what exactly are you?’

         ‘Ah, you would only have caught a glimpse of me when I was aiding your uncle,’ Tonya explained. ‘I am a taniwha of my tribe, the Maori Selkie Clan. I am a guardian, protector and teller of excellent jokes. And what’s more, I am your guardian. Your Prime hooked you uuuuupppppp! I’m on loan, so to speak, from my clan.’

         Lana watched as Tonya began to grow and grow, her red body extending and her limbs lengthening. She transformed into a beautiful, enormous and powerful creature, covered with glittering scales, shimmering red and gold. Her webbed feet ended in long, fierce claws, tapering to a fine point, one of which she now used as a giant toothpick.

         ‘Wooooow, you look like a dragon!’ Lana marvelled.

         ‘I’m much better-looking and cleverer than a dragon, but yes, I suppose the resemblance is there.’ Tonya replied smugly. ‘This is my natural form. I’m a powerful beastie!’ She wriggled her snout and gestured to herself. ‘It was this glorious bod,’ she continued, ‘that gave Rob and Oonagh a lift home.’

         Shrinking back down to lizard size, Tonya spoke to Lana again. ‘I’d prefer to keep a low profile, though, so I’ll stick to this form for now. Plus, I’m super cute as a lizard.’

         Lana was amazed. ‘Wait, I read about you in my uncle’s book!’

         Tonya chuckled. ‘Where do you think he got his info from? 141Though the picture doesn’t do me justice at all! Anyway, we had better focus. We have a task to complete. I cannot do it for you, but I can advise and guide you. I tasted the water here, and from what I can tell, we’re in the southwest Pacific Ocean. So time is of the essence.’ Her forked tongue flickered out in a wagging hiss.

         Lana stared blankly and replied, ‘Ehm, that means nothing to me …’

         Tonya explained, ‘We’re near my home turf, New Zealand, and if my calculations are correct, that means we have less than six hours to complete this task. Tick tock.’

         Lana rummaged through her backpack and found a scroll, a compass, some rations and a water canister. She opened the scroll and laid it out on the sand, using a couple of pebbles to keep it from curling up.

         ‘It’s a map!’ Lana exclaimed. ‘Wait, there’s a note in here too.’ She began to read:

         
            
               Treasure lost and treasure found;

               The loot we took has run aground.

               Before sun sets on highest peak,

               Retrieve the riches that you seek.

               Of course, each lock requires a key;

               This will set your treasure free.

               There is a price for freedom too:

               A gemstone from the pirate loo.

               Beware – creatures of land and water142

               Long to stop the selkie’s daughter.

               One final trick, you’ll have to choose,

               But pick wrong, and all hope you’ll lose.

            

         

         ‘It’s not very slick rhyming, but I think I get the gist. My legacy coat is gone, so that must be my treasure. I need to find it before the sun sets, but something or someone will try to stop me. I also need to find a key and a jewel, like a diamond. Then I have to get to the top of that mountain,’ she pointed to a peak in the distance, ‘and get my coat before my time runs out.’

         Lana turned to examine the map. They were on an island; a number ‘1’ seemed to show where they were standing now.

         ‘We’re here, so I guess we go here.’ She stabbed her finger at the map: ‘2’, a pirate ship.

         Number ‘3’ marked the mountain peak they would have to reach before the sun set.

         Tonya hissed in agreement. ‘You’ve got it, kid. Let’s get moving. Time is not on our side.’

         Lana nodded slowly, the enormity of the task looming before her.

         ‘Are you okay, Lana? You look a bit green. Did you have some dodgy seafood? Maybe that’s why you’re feeling a little eel. Get it?’

         Tonya made a wheezing noise that Lana took to be a laugh.

         ‘That’s nearly as bad as one of my dad’s jokes,’ she quipped, but it did the job; she smiled. ‘Okay, let’s go, we’ve got this.’143

         They set off, skirting the edge of the beach, keeping their eyes peeled for a pirate ship. Rounding a corner to a lush cove, they spotted a weary-looking ship moored in the calm bay.

         Its mast was broken, its sails were torn and stained and there were chunks missing from the hull. It was so dilapidated that it was a miracle it hadn’t sunk. A ragged skull-and-bones flag flapped miserably from the wooden siren at its prow.

         Lana breathed a sigh of relief. It would have been trickier if it had been underwater, what with being a human and needing to breathe and all …

         ‘I wonder why it’s shaking like that,’ Tonya asked, pointing as the boat shimmied in the gentle waters. ‘It must be a nervous wreck … haarrr har haaaaaar.’

         Lana rolled her eyes.

         ‘I suppose I’ll have to swim to the ship the old-fashioned way, without my coat. Come on.’

         Stashing her bag and explorer’s cap behind a rock, she kicked off her sandals and headed into the water. Her body was slow and sluggish; she missed the freedom and strength that the coat gave her.

         Tonya dipped in delicately beside her, growing and stretching until she became a behemoth of a lizard. In her giant form, Lana couldn’t help but admire the intricate markings etched into her muzzle; they were stunning.

         ‘Wow, you really are beautiful, Tonya.’144

         If giant mythical creatures could blush, then Tonya did, though the effect was ruined slightly by the snot bubble she snorted out.

         ‘Ngā mihi, Lana. That’s “thank you” in my tongue.’ The same tongue flicked out happily in a wave. ‘I am rather, but it’s still nice to hear it. Here, grab a fin; I’ll give you a ride.’

         Lana clutched onto Tonya’s back and they zigzagged through the water like a torpedo, Lana spluttering through the spray. They reached the ship a lot quicker than she could have imagined. Tonya offered her head as a step and boosted Lana up the side until she could clamber onto the deck. Shrinking back down to the size of a gecko, Tonya ran up the side with ease and planted herself on Lana’s shoulder. Her tiny voice buzzed softly in Lana’s ear.

         ‘Tread carefully, Lana. I sense danger and mischief afoot.’ Her earrings jingled quietly with her shaking head, a tiny, tinkling warning reminder of their task. The ship was dead silent; there were no signs of life at all. Heeding her guardian, Lana crouched low, suddenly super alert. She hissed to Tonya, ‘Will do. What did the note say again – get a jewel and a key?’

         She wrung her hair out with her hands and roughly neatened it with her fingers before hoisting it back up into a knot high on her head. She meant business.

         ‘In all the pirate movies, the captain has the best cabin, up high near the wheel. Let’s start there.’

         Creeping along, Lana winced at every creak she made on the 145wooden deck. She had to watch her footing carefully. The boards looked rotten in places, and she had seen too many films where the hero had fallen through from carelessness.

         Am I the hero here? The thought buoyed her, though she didn’t think a movie hero would be dripping saltwater like a drowned rat with a snot-blowing dragon creature who told Dad jokes …

         Outside the main cabin, a crude sign was tacked to the doorframe:

         
            Captain’s room

            Stay out, on pain of plank-walking or toilet-cleaning duty

         

         Tiptoeing in, Lana was relieved to find the place empty, not a soul to be seen. The gloomy, old room was lit only by whatever cracks of light could seep through small, dusty windows. Still, it was just enough to get around.

         ‘Let’s split up,’ Tonya whispered. ‘I’ll take this side. Keep your wits about you. Empty or not, it doesn’t feel right.’

         Lana methodically began her search. ‘A key and a gem, a key and a gem,’ she repeated over and over in her head, as though chanting the mantra would make them magically appear.

         ‘Yuck!’ Tonya exclaimed, and all thoughts of keeping mum evaporated. ‘What the hell is that thing? Eeeeuuuuw!’

         ‘That thing’ was sitting in the shadows at the captain’s desk, its head barely peeking over the table. It looked like Pinocchio’s ugly brother, with a wooden face like a monkey’s bottom. It, or 146he, was decked out in miniature captain’s clothes, down to the hook attached to his left arm. In his right hand, firmly clenched in a grubby wooden fist, was a large key.

         ‘Gaaaahhh,’ Lana let out, taking in the grotesque little monster.

         A shiver ran through her as she laughed to Tonya, ‘Well, at least we know where the key is. I’m not going near that weird little fella until we’re on the way out. Come on …’

         Turning their backs on the creepy man-doll, they got back to work. A thud came from behind them, followed by a quick-step rat-a-tat-a-tat.

         Swivelling fast, Lana let out a roar. The little wooden man was nowhere to be seen.

         ‘Tonnnnyaaaaa! He, he’s gone …’

         Rat-a-tat-a-tat.

         More footsteps, getting closer.

         Rat-a-tat-a-tat.

         Scuttling behind them.

         Rat-a-tat-a-tat.

         Lana’s breathing came shallower and faster, her heart nearly bursting out of her chest.

         Rat-a-tat-a … GRAB!

         ‘Agggghhhhhhhhhhh!’ A cold wooden hand had closed like a vice around her wrist.

         ‘Gotcha …’

         Now, one thing you might already have figured out about Lana 147is that she’s an act-first-think-later kind of girl. But one thing you may not have known about Lana is that she is an excellent Gaelic footballer. She plays all positions with ease and has an excellent long kick with both her left and right feet.

         Adrenaline kicked in as she heard both herself and Tonya screaming. Lana whipped the mini pirate fellow into the air, prising his fingers off her wrist. She tucked his head under her arm like an O’Neills number 7 football and burst through the cabin doors. With a swift move, she drop-kicked the man-doll by the head into the bay.

         He let out a ‘weeeeeee’ as he arced gracefully through the air, presumably with the key they needed still attached to him, and entered the bay with a satisfying ‘splop’.

         Lana and Tonya rushed over to the prow to look for him. He surfaced immediately, calling up from the water.

         ‘What’d you do that for, ya ninny-headed, seal-smarty-fart girl? Yarrr, I’m only here to help! All I need you to do is clean out the privy, and I’ll give ya this here key and payment for me crew. Arrrgh.

         ‘Those lazy, mutinous pooper heads are up on the peak, partying and BBQing, and probably toying with that thar treasure of yours! Throw down a rope already, will ye?’

         Despite their rocky start, Lana and Tonya found they got on quite well with Jean Luc, which turned out to be his name. Underneath his rather scruffy and creepy exterior, he seemed a 148sound old captain. Besides, it was hard to be too intimidated when he was the size of a toddler. After they sheepishly hoisted him up, he gave them another telling off before setting them to work.

         ‘Ye’re a landlubbing pair, to be sure. I’ll let yer off this once as long as ye clean the privies. There’s a ruby innit fer ye.’

         The privies or lavs, and the laden chamber pots, were a pretty grim affair. If you’ve ever been into the boys’ loos in a sports stadium, imagine that smell of wee, except ten times worse. And that was before you got to the, erm, poop ones.

         Tonya wasn’t much help here, only perching on Lana’s shoulder and making retching noises as if she were going to puke. Much later than they would have hoped, they had cleaned the last chamber pot and emptied all of their, erm, captain’s logs.

         ‘Well, Stinkerbell,’ laughed Tonya, ‘Captain Jean Luc has promised us a knock-up feed after we’re finished, and if you don’t mind me saying, you could do with a dip; there are stink lines coming off you!’ Her tongue flickered out and her nostrils flared delicately in polite disgust.

         They swam back to the cove. The captain had more than fulfilled his promise. Lana was starving, having worked up quite an appetite. A gorgeous picnic lunch was spread out on a blanket, featuring all of Lana’s and Tonya’s favourites. Lana dug into egg mayo sandwiches, while Tonya, who was now alligator-sized, started hoovering up the shrimp.149

         ‘Oh, excuse me,’ she slurped. ‘Would you like some? How shellfish of me,’ she wheezed out.

         Lana rolled her eyes and gave Tonya a friendly shove. ‘I’m glad you’re with me, Tonya.’

         ‘Well,’ Jean Luc interrupted, ‘you’ve earned this fair and square. Here.’

         A glittering stone flew through the air, and Lana caught it deftly. It was a ruby, the size of a duck egg, round and brilliant.

         ‘This hasn’t been so bad, has it, Tonya?’ Lana beamed, her confidence growing, the stench of the chamber pots already dimming in her memory. A little ball of hope pulsed in her belly. She was going to do this.

         ‘Thanks, now we just need that.’ She pointed to the key that the captain was brandishing like a miniature sword.

         ‘Let me just tell ye the story about that thar gem, it’s a good un,’ said the captain.

         ‘I don’t know. We should really get going.’ Lana looked to Tonya awkwardly. She was still working her way through their feast.

         ‘Mmm, my favourite.’ She tossed an oyster into the air and caught it expertly in her maw, swallowing it whole, shell and all.

         Jean Luc turned to her, a pathetic look on his grubby little face. ‘I don’t get a chance to tell many stories. It’s lonely work being the captain. I’ve not many friends to share them with. Just this one story,’ he pleaded, ‘and I’ll give you the key.’150

         Lana knew what it was like to be lonely. She looked to the sky, and the sun hanging there, way up high. ‘I suppose we have time. But just this one story.’

         They settled to the ground. Tonya wound herself around Lana, getting comfortable. Lana, tired after all her cleaning, was happy to rest for a bit, hypnotised by the captain’s wooden lilt.

         ‘… And that’s how me and me crew came to liberate that blood ruby. Though it’s not much more than a pretty trinket in these here parts, what with there being no shops or the like to spend it in …’

         The captain droned on, his voice buzzing, and Lana swaying in time with the rhythm of his words. He never paused and Lana was captivated, her eyes locked on to his unblinking ones. She couldn’t even make out what he was saying anymore. And even though her eyes grew heavy, she couldn’t bear to look away.

         Weights seemed to drag on her eyelids, and she was powerless to ignore their gentle pull. Tonya’s quiet snore nearly managed to drag her from her trance, but Jean Luc continued. The world grew hazy, and Lana’s mind clawed for … something. She was supposed to do something. But she was so tired, and the captain’s voice washed over her like a gentle breeze. Surely she could just have a little nap.

         And Lana’s eyes fluttered shut, her body slumping against Tonya’s. And neither of them witnessed Jean Luc’s sinister smile as they drifted off to sleep.
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            Chapter Nineteen

         

         The sun was dipping low over the trees when the captain gave a triumphant yelp.

         ‘I knew ye’d be tricked easier by sugar than vinegar. Ye’re a simple pair to fall for my honeyed words. Ye’re no match for me, yaaar hafar hardy harr.’ He did a little jig. ‘The sun will be setting in half a clock’s turn. Ye’ll never make it now.’

         Dragged from her enchanted sleep and instantly alert, Lana and Tonya leaped to their feet. ‘How could I have been so stupid? I got so caught up, I forgot why I was here,’ Lana wailed.

         ‘Some guardian and protector I am, fooled by a smelly little wooden man. No offense,’ Tonya lamented.

         ‘None taken.’ Jean Luc made a mocking bow. ‘I don’t care a jot. Ye can call me worse, for I’ve won. I’ve won.’ He started jigging about triumphantly. ‘Silly little girl is not ready for her coat. You’ve fallen at the first trap, and now trapped you’ll be! Give it up now, or enjoy your year as a seal.’

         ‘What is it to you, you bully?’ Tripling in size, Tonya’s voice took on a steely determination as she towered menacingly over the Captain. ‘Lana is well able; she’s a legacy! And she deserves to wear her coat and transform as she pleases.’

         Turning to a shell-shocked Lana, she reassured her. ‘It’s not 152over yet. This might be stretching the rules, but who’s going to stop me? Hop on, and grab that key.’

         ‘You’re right. It’s not over till it’s over.’ Reinvigorated, Lana sprang into action. She grabbed the Captain by the head and threw herself onto Tonya’s back, all the while trying to wrestle the key from him. Tonya catapulted through the brush and undergrowth, a red haze of speed. Her two passengers jolted around, with Lana victoriously brandishing the key and the Captain desperately holding on for fear of being trampled to splinters. Tonya never faltered – true as an arrow, she climbed the peak, her eyes trained on the ever-dipping sun.

         Lana spotted the arch first. It framed the scene that lay before them, the sun dripping orange and red over it.

         A band of creepy little wooden dolls, just like Jean Luc but all decked out as pirates, were gathered around a fire. They were whooping and dancing, laughing and farting at each other.

         ‘Grim,’ Tonya and Lana said simultaneously.

         ‘I kept them busy, lads. My stories always do the trick; they nodded right off into a trance.’ Jean Luc swayed queasily, disorientated from his trip. He staggered in a circle before tottering to a stop in front of the group. ‘Have ye got the loot?’

         The crowd parted quickly in the face of the giant serpentine guardian, to uncover not one, but two roughly made wooden cages with wide bars, secured by sturdy locks. No doubt, the key to which resided firmly in Lana’s sweaty hand.153

         To the left, looking very lonesome and small in the bottom of the cage, was Lana’s selkie legacy jacket. Thank goodness.

         To the right, with her legs dangling out, oblivious to the chaos, laughing at the pirate jokes and eating a mackerel sandwich, was none other than …

         ‘Cora?! What the heck are you doing here?’ Lana exclaimed.

         ‘Oh, hey, Lana! Deadly! This is some dream. Fancy seeing you here! Though you’d think my brain would know that I hate fish and give me something else to eat,’ Cora remarked casually.

         ‘Ehm,’ Lana laughed sheepishly, scratching the back of her neck, ‘actually … This is sort of a dream, sort of real. Morwyn tricked me into doing like a test thingy, and we need to get through that arch. And if I fail I’ll be trapped as a seal, and it’s pretty grim and complicated.’ The words ran together in a rush as Lana exhaled, looking at her friend expectantly.

         ‘Wait, what? This isn’t a dream? And Morwyn, the selkie you told me about … I have to go through that arch?’ Cora pointed, a concerned expression on her face.

         ‘I think I need to rescue you and get my coat, or else I’ll fail this test and be trapped as a seal.’ Lana tried again to explain.

         Cora’s jaw dropped as she took in her surroundings.

         Her eyes darted from Lana to the freaky little Pinocchio-like pirates, to Tonya, and back to Lana again.

         She did a double-take at Tonya and gulped audibly before turning a touch green about the gills. The mackerel sandwich 154was forgotten as she skittered back on her hands and bum until she hit the back wall of the cage.

         ‘Hi there,’ she tittered nervously.

         Tonya, still in behemoth mode, smiled broadly at her, which is fine if you know her, but more than a tad terrifying if you don’t. The taniwha was, after all, a giant, dragon-like monster with rows and rows of huge pointy teeth and suspiciously fishy breath.

         A relieved guffaw escaped Lana, taking in the first meeting of her two friends.

         ‘Tonya, Cora. Cora, Tonya.’ She gestured between them, by way of introduction.

         ‘P-p-pleased to meet ya.’

         ‘Pleasure.’

         Taking an unsteady breath, Cora started to stand up in her cramped cage. ‘Then let’s get me out of here!’ she exclaimed.

         Lana dashed to the cage but was stopped by the pirate puppets. The motley crew stepped between her and the cage, tiny but effective mini swords at the ready.

         ‘Not so fast!’ one of them said. ‘Time’s a-ticking. To get to the lock and use the key you stole, you must first answer a riddle and pay yer fee.’

         One of the smaller pirates thrust a dirty scrap of paper at her, growling menacingly. Lana quickly read it aloud:

         
            
               There’s a woman in a boat155

               On a lake wearing a coat.

               If you want to know her name,

               It’s on the riddle I just wrote.

               What is the woman’s name.

            

         

         ‘A coat? A legacy coat? This is about me! Lana. Lana is the name.’

         Jean Luc fell to the ground, laughing, ‘Ye selkies are so full of yerselves. ’Tis hardly a riddle about you, ya daft ninny. Time is nearly out, the sun is near down.’

         Lana couldn’t believe it. ‘It can’t be over. I’ll get it.

         ‘Give it up, Legacy. Leave the coat here with us and go home. We’re doing you a kindness sparing you from the next two tasks …’

         Lana blocked out the sneering Captain. She scanned the page again, imagining that Eoin was with her and they were solving a puzzle from an escape room together.

         ‘You can do it, Lana.’ Cora cheered.

         Think, Lana. Be calm and think.

         ‘I’ve got it!’

         
            
               There’s a woman in a boat

               On a lake wearing a coat.

               If you want to know her name,

               It’s on the riddle I just wrote.

               What is the woman’s name.

            

         

         ‘That’s it! “What” is the woman’s name! It’s “What”!’156

         The cheering stopped and the crew reluctantly started to part for her, clearing a path to the cages.

         ‘One last thing, girl,’ sneered the captain, flicking a snot off his jacket. ‘You can only choose one. The sun is about to set; which will it be – yer precious coat, or yer friend? Har harrr har harrrr …’

         ‘Easy!’ said Lana. Her meeting with Gwen burned into her brain. Warmth flooded through her. ‘My friend, every time. Kids are more precious than any jewel of the ocean, that’s the selkie way. And here’s your payment.’ She flung the ruby back.

         Striding to her pal, she confidently placed the key in the lock. It clanged to the ground, and the cage door sprang open.

         ‘Take your treasure,’ the pirate spat. ‘You might have gotten through this round, girl. But mark my words, there’s plenty more trouble ahead of you. They won’t go as easy on you as I did.’

         Lana ignored him, focusing on her friend. The Rites were far from over. But this felt like a win, and she was going to relish it.

         Cora whooped and charged at Lana, grabbing her in a bear hug.

         ‘Er, guys? Less of the reunion, more of the running, please,’ Tonya interjected.

         The sun was curtseying, its last rays spread like a brilliant skirt, illuminating the archway.

         Arriving at the arch, the girls slowed to a walk. The stone structure before them was shimmering and changing. Its glyphs started to rearrange themselves, glowing bright blue and flickering softly. A low gong sounded as words began to materialise, 157appearing to Lana like the credits to a Star Wars movie.

         ‘Lana,’ Cora read, ‘you have passed your first task in the Rites. You, without hesitation, recognised a fellow child and friend as the most precious treasure to be rescued.’ She threw a thousand-watt smile to Lana at this.

         ‘Your coat will be returned. And you are free to pass on to your next task.’

         Poof – her coat materialised on her.

         ‘Bid your friend farewell. She will be returned safely to her bed, and will wake in the morning remembering a strange dream.’

         ‘Oh!’ Cora exclaimed at this. ‘I rather liked being on an adventure. I’d better go now …’

         Lana pulled her close for a hug. ‘Think of the sandwiches – your dream wouldn’t have given you mackerel. If you remember in the morning, go to my family and tell them I’ve passed the first task.’

         Sniffing, Cora nodded the affirmative. ‘Thanks for saving me, by the way. Here,’ she removed a small seal-shaped hair clip and fastened it in her friend’s hair. ‘For luck.’

         Stepping through the arch, she disappeared from sight.

         The words on the arch changed once more. ‘The only way is forward, Legacy. Step through, your second task awaits.’

         Lana didn’t need telling twice,

         ‘Come on, Tonya. One down, two to go …’
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            Chapter Twenty

         

         Eoin cleared his throat nervously. He took off his glasses, breathed onto the lenses and gave them a quick wipe with the corner of his T-shirt, before placing them back on the bridge of his nose.

         Nope, it was no good; that didn’t help anything. There was still a cat talking to him.

         This whole afternoon had already felt like some sort of sick joke. He was waiting for some TV presenter to appear, all glossy hair and pointy nails and posh accent. She would pop out, TV crew in tow, and start pointing out the hidden cameras. Some secreted away in Grandad’s neon cushions, or amongst the good delph on the top shelf of the dresser. They would have a good laugh about it, and everything would go back to normal …

         The alternative didn’t make any sense.

         It had to be a prank.

         Time seemed to have slowed down. Looking around, he could see his mother’s shoulders heaving, as she attempted to stop crying. Probably to put on a brave face in front of me and Mol. The sounds coming out of her seemed muffled and distorted.

         Uncle Rob was talking to Dad, gesturing wildly with his hands.

         Eoin couldn’t hear anything now, beyond the buzzing in his 159ears. A piercing tone that grew and grew. A crescendo, his piano teacher would have called it.

         He could feel his breathing hitch and shorten.

         This can’t be happening.

         He had spent the greater part of last year, his first in secondary school, dulling himself down. He didn’t want to be too clever, too bright. He made sure to get the odd question wrong.

         Don’t stand out. Tick.

         Make sure to act normal. Tick.

         It felt as if he was constantly wearing a mask, and it was exhausting. But it seemed to be paying off …

         This summer camp had been like a lottery win, a chance to take the mask off. To just breathe. It was his reward to himself, not that Lana had understood. And now? Now it was over. And it looked like life would never be normal again.

         And where was Lana now? Swimming with the fishes. In the literal sense, not the Mafia-movie sense. And Eoin had been so busy, so self-absorbed, he hadn’t even noticed what was going on with her.

         He felt guilty. As a big brother, he should have been looking out for her. Maybe he could have been a bit more present this summer. Would it have killed him to call Lana a few times on the fancy new smartphone he got for his birthday? Maybe if he had called, maybe he would have known, and maybe, just maybe, none of this would have happened. If – no, when – they got Lana 160back, he would make sure to let her know he appreciated her. He would spend more time with her, even if it meant playing her annoying girly games. She could even give him one of her famous sparkle party makeovers … He grimaced at this; it would be like the Molly glitter-Dad-fart trauma all over again.

         With a whoosh, time and sound popped. The world started turning in pace with his thoughts again.

         Eoin coughed and spoke out to the room, to no one in particular.

         ‘Did anyone else notice the cat talking?’ His voice cracked.

         ‘Oh, McGuigan?’ Uncle Rob responded with a laugh. ‘Yup, he’s the faerie I mentioned.’

         ‘Is the boy a bit simple?’ McGuigan said, pausing from licking his paws. ‘I thought your grandfather said you were smart. Or is there just something wrong with your ears? Yes, boy, I am “talking”. You should take note of your younger sister.’ He nodded to Molly. She was staring, jaw hanging and, for the first time since she started talking, speechless. ‘She has a much better attitude. That is to say, she is silent, not jabbering stupidly.’

         ‘Are you always this rude?’ Molly interjected, rushing to Eoin’s defence.

         McGuigan stretched languorously and, ignoring this question, he took his leave. ‘I’m heading to chat with your grandfather. He is, thankfully, a quiet man and not as bothersome as you. He also scratches behind my ears in the way I like and cooks me 161steak.’ He turned to Rob. ‘You’d be best to teach them some basic manners when it comes to the Good Folk. You’re already down a child. It would be awful to lose another …’

         Leaving the threat hanging, he bounced up the stairs, tail high and aloof.

         ‘Don’t mind him,’ Uncle Rob tittered nervously. ‘I’m sure he’s joking … It wouldn’t hurt to go through some dos and don’ts, though …’

         Guiding the brother and sister over to their mum and Nan, he gestured for them to sit and get comfortable. Side by side, the children sat, bewildered and tired. Eoin felt a small hand slip into his, and he smiled at his little sister encouragingly, giving her a little ‘everything’s-going-to-be-okay’ squeeze.

         Nan reached over and patted his cheek. She held his gaze for longer than strictly necessary. Really looking at him.

         Uncomfortable, he looked away. Nan sighed, releasing his face. ‘Eoin, a stór, it’ll all be okay.’

         The band of worry around Eoin’s chest loosened, just a little.

         ‘Did you get them, Robert?’

         Rob nodded the affirmative and reverently placed a bundle in front of her on the table.

         ‘No more secrets.’ He smiled to Eoin.

         With nimble fingers, Nan unknotted the fabric. It was an old shawl, or maybe a blanket, in vivid oranges, reds and greens. It had a pattern of trees, with branches and leaves intertwining and 162blending together, a cacophony of colour and intricate knots. The fabric slid open, releasing a stack of books.

         ‘These,’ Nan said, as she plucked the first tome, ‘were my grandmother’s journals. An unofficial selkie history. My mam – that’s your Great Granny Rhona – bade me keep them safe and secret. Living on the land, my family has long been subject to the rules of the Good Folk and of the sea. These journals document both.’ She tapped the cover and passed the book to Eoin. ‘The secrets of the selkies are in here. With a bit of luck, there’s help to be found within these pages.’

         The handwriting was small and neat, in an elegant cursive. The pages were yellow and dry, but the ink was clear, a rich, deep indigo colour.

         Once he got used to reading the script, Eoin skimmed through the journals quickly. He was searching for anything faerie or arch-related. Engrossed, he zoned out, completely focused on the pages in front of him. Then he started suddenly, feeling a hand on his shoulder.

         ‘Time for bed, sweetheart.’ His mother forced a smile. ‘We have a busy day tomorrow. We’ll have to try the last coat. You take Lana’s room. Mol is out for the count down here.’

         Looking over to the couch, Eoin could just make out a rogue curl escaping what looked like a bundle of blankets. Suddenly weary, he nodded in agreement. He picked up the journal he was going through and made to go.163

         ‘Book, please.’ His mother waggled her fingers, hand outstretched.

         ‘Yeah, sure. Two ticks.’ Grabbing his phone from his back pocket, Eoin steadied the book on his knee and snapped a couple of photos of the page he was on.

         He closed the book firmly and handed it over. ‘Night, Mum.’

         ‘Night, sunshine.’

         Eoin was halfway up the stairs when a plan started to form. The journals had been very enlightening. He hadn’t really needed to take those pictures – the words were seared into his mind. Perhaps there was a way out of this mess. Help could be enlisted. If you just knew who, and how, to ask.

         * * *

         An effusive cock crowing, as usual, dragged a reluctant Cora from her slumber. Turning over and dragging the covers over her head, she stuffed the pillow over her ears in an attempt to drown out the rooster’s morning concert.

         It was the biggest dose about staying with her aunts, the early starts. She might be woken early, but she knew Kate rose even earlier, and Cora’s conscience wouldn’t let her stay in bed too much longer.

         Squeezing her eyes shut, Cora thought back to the dream she was just having. There, just at the edge of her consciousness, she 164could barely feel its tendrils softly tickling her mind. Plucking at the memories gently, afraid to lose them altogether, the ghost of the dream firmed in her mind, elusive like an eel. There was a vague image of a creepy pirate, a happy adventure, and Lana was there, along with a dragon thing. There was something else, something important …

         Bolting upright, Cora let out an almighty roar.

         ‘Mackerel. Mackerel!!’

         A bewildered Jules and Kate scrambled into the room in seconds flat. Kate was already in battle mode, and the bobble-headed rooster crowed at the window, eager to be part of the drama.

         Jumping into action, Cora bustled about her room, grabbing clothes and muttering to herself, ‘I need to go tell her family. Oh bother, I hope they don’t freak.’

         An increasingly irate Kate was turning red in the face. A vein pulsed in her forehead as she watched her niece, who, by all appearances, was not being murdered in her bed.

         ‘What. Is. Going. On?’

         Cora paused her frantic preparations and turned to face them. ‘You should sit down for this one, guys.’

         Minutes later, the three of them were bouncing across the fields in Kate’s pickup. Jules was driving, pedal to the metal, lacking a smidge of control in her towering heels. Every now and then, a wee moan escaped Kate, who was more than a touch soggy. This was a side effect of the basin of water emptied 165over her head to revive her after she fainted dead away in Cora’s bedroom.

         She had nearly regained control of herself by the time they reached Carrig Cottage. Lana’s nan stood squarely at the door, flustered and trying to make up excuses, such as Lana being out or having gone home.

         Cora roared in retaliation, ‘I know all about the selkies, and the coat, and the Rites. You’d best let us in.’

         They were quickly ushered in. Cora held court, filling the family in on the first challenge. Jules sprang into action, a powerful soothing force, pulling chamomile teas and herbal rescue remedies from her bag, targeting a bewildered and red-eyed Grandad. Kate plonked herself down on the couch, barely missing a disgruntled cat, which said, ‘Oi, watch it, mortal!’ Poor Kate fainted dead away again.

         This got Cora’s attention. She said, ‘I didn’t know about the talking cat,’ and then shrugged at the sight of her unconscious aunt. ‘But to be fair, it’s hardly a big deal at this point.’
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            Chapter Twenty-One

         

         Lana prised her eyes open to the worried muzzle of Tonya looming over her, her earrings ringing urgently in the wind. She blinked slowly, trying to acclimatise. She was lying down, scrunched into a ball. Everything … hurt? Well, if not hurt, it was close to it. That’s it. She was cold. Really cold!

         Every fibre of her body ached with it. Pulling herself up, she was grateful to see mittens on her hands. She had some sort of snow leggings on, and her feet were protected by soft skin boots, laced up to her knees. Her selkie coat was buttoned up snugly, a woolly hat drawn tightly over her ears. Her face smarted at the exposure to the elements, her nose Rudolf-red and her eyelashes crispy.

         ‘Lana!’ A relieved Tonya moaned. ‘I was so worried. I couldn’t get you to wake. With only a short coat, you’re not a full selkie. I didn’t know if you could survive this climate. I thought …’

         ‘Where are we, Tonya?’ Lana shivered through gritted teeth. She shoved her gloved hands under her armpits and stomped from side to side in one spot, attempting to get a bit of warmth into her legs.

         Lana examined her surroundings. It was white as far as the eye could see, with snow and ice in every direction, broken only by glimmers of blue and grey where ice met water.167

         ‘I’m not exactly sure,’ Tonya replied, ‘but we’re very far north. The water tastes like we’re way above the Arctic Circle. I don’t like this, Lana. Full selkies have full coats and don’t feel the cold like regular people do. Let’s not risk hanging around, eh?’

         ‘But what is this task?’

         Even talking hurt. The air pierced like frost in Lana’s lungs, and the wind gobbled her breath hungrily.

         A flare went off in the distance, shooting up blue sparks, followed by a sharp bang that was quickly swallowed by the wind. Following its trajectory, Lana spotted the arch, illuminated for a second. It was barely visible in the distance.

         ‘There! Maybe we just have to get to it?’

         ‘Let’s go!’

         They headed into the wind, grimacing but determined, their eyes narrowed to slits. Lana had never experienced cold like this before. With a vast expanse of ice and snow ahead of her, she felt both exposed and tiny – an insignificant dot in a giant snow globe.

         Tonya sneaked furtive glances at her new friend, concerned that the cold would prove too much for her. How could a little girl possibly survive subarctic temperatures with only a sealskin coat for protection?

         The wind made speaking difficult, but Tonya was determined to buoy their spirits with her usual Dad-joke repertoire.

         ‘Some people think the Arctic and the Antarctic are the same, Lana, but really they’re polar opposites … get it, eh?’168

         Lana gave a cursory bark of a laugh, grateful for the distraction and the company. She wasn’t exactly loving this task. ‘I always thought adventures sounded exciting and glamorous,’ she shouted to Tanya. ‘No one told me that you have to worry about your fingers falling off from the cold, or snot freezing onto your face.’

         ‘The arch seems to be really testing you! This is very extreme,’ Tonya said. ‘Though maybe this task is to make you feel so isolated that you give up! Get it? Ice-olated?’

         ‘Well, I’m not going to! I’m going to get through this, and when I get back, I’m going to teach Morwyn a lesson, and I’m going to eat one of Grandad’s famous sandwiches, and, and, I’m going to tell my mum I love her …’

         Lana’s voice cracked at this. It didn’t feel right being here, so far from home and away from her family. A tear sneaked out of her eye, freezing instantly, serving as a stinging reminder of the trouble she was in.

         It had been much easier to stay determined and excited when they were in a warm, tropical location. This cruel, empty landscape served as a constant reminder that, apart from the invaluable company of Tonya, Lana was alone. Would she have the strength and determination to get through?

         They reached a break in the ice – in front of them was frigid water, black and still, its only movement mild ripples where the wind greeted the surface. It seemed to suck what little warmth 169Lana had left right out of her. In the distance, they could make out the arch, a glittering beacon dead ahead.

         ‘What’s it going to be, Tonya? Left, right or straight on?’ Lana shivered at the mere thought of entering the icy water.

         ‘Looking pretty grim, Lana,’ a sing-song voice lilted to her. ‘Even with your dragon friend, maybe this is getting too much for you?’

         ‘Hey, I’m not a dragon, you … Wait, where are you?’

         Two streaks of fur dashed around in front of them, balls of white fluff with black button eyes – a pair of Arctic foxes, camouflaged against the snow and ice.

         ‘I’m Alta,’ the first one spoke in a sly voice, ‘and this is Andri. We are here to help you.’

         ‘This sounds familiar,’ Lana snorted. ‘You’re not friends with a pirate captain called Jean Luc, are you?’

         The two foxes started circling them slowly, weaving in and out. They were perfect mirrors of each other, so alike that it was hard to tell where one began and the other ended. Their long, fluffy tails flicked jauntily, oblivious to the freezing gusts that wracked through Lana’s body.

         ‘No, we were sent to help the human child,’ Alta trilled, her voice sibilant and sweet.

         ‘Unless there is another human about here?’ Andri sniggered.

         ‘You cannot cross the lake ahead. You must choose a path of ice to it.’170

         ‘And we can help you pick.’ Andri tipped her head to the side, a grin looking odd on her foxy face.

         ‘The arch is directly ahead as the crow flies,’ interjected Tonya. ‘Straight across the lake. Lana has her coat; we could just swim.’

         ‘All well and good for a mighty taniwha,’ Alta purred, pausing to lick her paw, ‘but that way lie polar bears, and what tastier treat than a little seal girl …?’

         Lana’s shoulders sagged. Just when they had been making progress. ‘Okay, so how are you planning to help?’ Her voice took on a steely tone, already fed up with this task.

         ‘Why, you must solve our riddle, of course.’ The two foxes started their weaving again.

         Lana felt a glimmer of excitement at this. Her family was notoriously fond of riddles, so much so that they sought them out, mostly in the form of escape rooms. And what was this but one massive escape room?

         ‘This riddle, what is it then?’

         ‘Well, child, ahead lie two paths. One will lead you to your precious arch and onwards. The other is a false trail.’

         Andri took over. ‘One will give safe passage around the lake, the other will lead you on a merry chase …’

         ‘But which do I take?’

         ‘It is for you to choose,’ Alta trilled. ‘You must figure it out yourself.’

         ‘Still your tongue and listen closely, child, for you may ask only one question,’ Andri interrupted, ‘and only to one of us.’171The foxes stopped and turned to Lana in unison, chanting:

         
            
               One of us tells only truths,

               The other only lies.

               If you seek the path ahead,

               Then heed our warning cries:

               A single question so you know

               Are knave or knight a friend or foe?

               To left is ice, to right is snow,

               So which way will you go?

               What will you ask?

            

         

         ‘Knave or knight! Truth or lie. I know this one – I just know I know it.’ Lana was jubilant. Herself and Eoin had come across a similar riddle before. ‘It was in that movie that Mum used to make us watch over and over when we were small.

         ‘Tonya, all I need to do is ask one fox what the other would say the right path is. It doesn’t even matter which one. If Alta lies, then she will tell me falsely that Andri will direct me to the false path, so I should go the other way. If she speaks the truth, then she’ll tell me that Andri would set me wrong and also down the wrong path. So either way, truth or lies, I take the opposite route.’

         ‘Haha, Lana, I can taste the smug off you. I am no good at these riddles, but I’m glad you are.’ Tonya’s tongue flicked out in delight. ‘Do it so.’

         Taking a deep breath, Lana spoke again. ‘Alta, is that you?’172

         The fox to her left nodded curtly.

         ‘Which way would Andri send me?’

         The fox didn’t even respond; she only looked on in disgust before raising a paw and pointing to the right. Without a backward glance, Lana took off down the left-hand path.

         ‘Let’s go, Tonya.’

         With a spring in her step, Lana led the duo. The path was easy to follow, with a couple of breaks in it that were simple to jump. Her stout boots kept Lana’s footing secure.

         The arch, however, seemed to remain in the same spot, way off in the distance, as they plodded on. It was difficult to tell the time here, as it appeared to be in constant twilight, with only a gloomy glow from behind the clouds to light the way.

         It felt like hours of trekking were passing. Lana was tired, thirsty and hungry. With every passing step, her feet were getting heavier.

         ‘I feel like we’re never going to get there, Tonya. I’m so tired. Maybe we could stop and take a rest …’

         ‘Time is ticking, little selkie girl. No time for lazing,’ a familiar voice sang to her.

         The twin balls of fluff, Andri and Alta, appeared again. They rolled around in the snow, wrestling playfully, their wheezing laughter floating away on the wind.

         ‘Wha– what are you doing here?’

         ‘Why, child, you were tricked, of course. You are back at the start of the path.’173

         ‘You made good time,’ Alta added.

         Lana sank to her knees. ‘But I got it right. I know that riddle; the answer was right. It’s not fair, it’s not fair …’

         Tears started to fall fast and hot, freezing instantly on Lana’s cheeks.

         The foxes started their circling again, one picking up where the other left off.

         ‘Ah, but child, you were allowed only one question. And you wasted it asking if I was Alta. I am not, but how could you tell? I tricked you.’

         ‘My sister is a sly one,’ the other sang proudly. ‘If only you had asked the correct question first, you would be done. Oh well.’

         ‘You might as well give up now. You are too weak and tired to make it.’

         ‘Yes, child. Relax here a while, and we will tuck you up warm. Or better yet, just yield to the arch.’

         ‘Say you give up, and you will be home in the blink of an eye. Safe and warm in your bed, like none of this ever happened. Free to live your life on land.’

         ‘Of all the dirty fae tricks!’ Tonya roared. Her body expanded with her booming voice. ‘Get out of here before I tear you to shreds.’ She pounced and swiped at them.

         Alta and Andri only laughed as they easily evaded her claws and ran off. They blended in with the frozen landscape, so only their voices danced back:174

         ‘Give up now, child. It is too hard. You’ll never succeed.’

         Lana slumped, frozen, onto the ground. This was too much. How could anyone get through this?

         ‘I … I can’t do it.’

         ‘Lana.’ Tonya’s voice was firm. ‘You are not giving up. Get up. NOW. You didn’t come this far only to let some smelly little púca foxes win. You will get to the arch if I have to drag you. GET UP.’

         Too tired to argue, Lana took the offered claw and allowed herself to be hoisted to her feet.

         ‘That’s it, one step at a time. Just keep going. Don’t stop.’

         Half-supported by Tonya, half-carried, Lana ploughed on in a daze. All she wanted to do was stop, rest, give up. It was only Tonya’s relentless encouragement that kept her going.

         A gong sounded in the distance, and a rumble started. It began at the arch, rippling out like a wave of thunder, building and building. Cracks appeared in the ice, and the ground began to shake.

         Lana was barely conscious, unaware of what was happening.

         ‘We gotta get out of here, kid. Time to go dragon mode. There’s no way I’m failing a legacy,’ Tonya said, her voice trembling.

         Supersizing, now a behemoth, Tonya plucked up the barely lucid Lana in her maw. Lana bounced around like a rag doll as Tonya picked up speed, hurtling toward the arch.

         Just as the arch began shooting out rays of light, Tonya laid Lana down gently beside its opening. The glyphs rearranged 175themselves again, with a menacing red glow emanating from beneath.

         ‘Taniwha of the Maori tribe, you have overstepped your mark. Your place here was to aid in this task, not to complete it. You are hereby stripped of your diplomatic privileges. You may observe the final task, but you will not be allowed to interfere.

         ‘Lana, you have, through devious means, passed the second task, the test of perseverance. Pass through. Your final task awaits.’

         ‘Looks like you’re on your own, little one. I’m sorry I let you down,’ Tonya spoke gently to an unconscious Lana. A snot bubble froze alongside an errant tear. ‘Stay steadfast, kid. I believe in you …’

         Shoving Lana through the arch, Tonya took a deep breath before following her in, the icy rock swallowing them both up.
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            Chapter Twenty-Two

         

         
            Stretching luxuriantly, McGuigan unrolled his spine and extended two fluffy paws in front of him, flexing to expose sharp claws. Giving his paw a quick lick, he smoothed back unruly fur behind his left ear. Being a cat had its perks, but when you’re meticulous about grooming, it was rather time-consuming.

            McGuigan wasn’t his real name; it was just the one the humans had given him when he first entered Carrig Cottage. That was nearly eighty years ago, as part of his, ahem, sentence. It was a mix-up, really. It had started as an explanation in Irish: ‘my people – mo dhaoine’, ma-gween-ah. Some silly little kid had taken him up wrong, and it morphed and, well, McGuigan stuck.

            One hundred years in cat form for his indiscretions, in servitude to mortals, as watcher to their legacies. Or let’s call it what it is: babysitting.

            Really, was what he had done so bad? Mortal children are notoriously stupid. He shouldn’t be blamed for the boy eating faerie food and turning into a mushroom. It was only for Samhain day; the Gardaí were none the wiser and were happy enough when the child returned safe and sound to his hysterical parents. And who was going to believe a nine-year-old that one of the Good Folk had transformed him into an edible fungus? 177The magic community had gotten very tame and politically correct these last few centuries, all in an effort to roll with the times and ‘protect’ the weak, stupid humans.

            Anyway, he was eighty years into his hundred-year gig, a blink in faerie terms, but it dragged awfully sometimes – as a cat, there was no flying, no disappearing, no melting into trees … Still, he could have pulled a worse assignment. Carrig Cottage and watching over selkie legacies was moderately amusing.

            The fae and the selkies each tended to look down on the other, but there was a grudging understanding between them, magic folk to magic folk. It was important to watch each other’s backs, especially in these modern times. Stupid as mortals always were, they had been growing more dangerous in recent generations, what with their atomic and biological warfare. Even more alarming was their blatant disregard for the planet itself.

            Not that any of that would concern McGuigan, especially in cat form. He simply had to watch the legacies and report their comings and goings to the faerie Court. The last decade had been a breeze, with the other legacy being quite boring. He would admit that he missed the wise old matriarch, though. He was sad when she made her final return to the sea. She played a mean hand of gin rummy and she bossed everyone else around, which was always entertaining.

            Her offspring were fairly pleasant, if dim, but that’s typical of mortals. Rowan was a skilled cook, and once he was let in on the 178secret, he became a decent draughts opponent and made steak for him at least once a week.

            The children were much more demanding, but they respected that McGuigan was the boss. It was amazing that none of them had ever noticed that he had been there for over eighty years. But, as the fae well knew, humans wilfully ignore magic, even when it is right under their noses.

            Only twenty years left, and he would get his name back. He missed that even more than his fae form. Names have power, a fact his temporary gaolers seemed blissfully ignorant of.

            This commotion was putting an awful strain on him. He was barely getting his twenty hours of nap time in with all the comings and goings. He had managed to avoid most of his commitments by skulking off, but this was being ruined by the smallest one, the youngest child. Her unruly mop of hair was akin to an electrocuted cat, but this did nothing to endear her to McGuigan. Once she got over the fright and honour of meeting a bona fide faerie, she had become insufferable.

         

         * * *

         ‘Are you really a fairy?’ asked Molly, again.

         ‘Yes,’ said McGuigan.

         ‘Like really, really?’

         ‘Yes.’ With a sigh this time.179

         ‘You don’t look like a fairy.’

         Silence.

         ‘Fairies are supposed to be cute, and well, not catty …’

         McGuigan groaned and turned his back on her, determined to ignore the little pest.

         ‘Prove it!’

         ‘Prove what, child?’

         ‘That you’re a fairy, of course.’

         ‘And what is it you think I’m doing now?’

         ‘Huh?’

         ‘How many talking cats have you met?’

         ‘Oh … yeah, okay then.’ She stuck a thumb in her mouth and stared at him.

         Sighing again, McGuigan decided to throw her a bone, or whatever cats throw.

         ‘Take a look around you, girl. It is a secret hidden in plain sight.’

         Her brother looked up from his research, interest piqued by this new puzzle.

         ‘It was right in front of you all along,’ McGuigan continued smugly. That will keep her out of my hair for a while.

         The legacy pushed back from the table, welcoming the distraction. Laughing in amusement, he couldn’t help challenging his twin. ‘A fiver says they don’t get it, Lizzie.’

         ‘Ha! My kids are practically escape-room experts. Make it twenty.’180

         It was Molly who figured it out. ‘The photos!’ she exclaimed with a delighted laugh. ‘He’s in the photos, Eoin.’

         And there he was, in most of the photos scattered around the house, some spanning back the full eighty years, when the children’s grandmother was no more than a twinkle in her own mother’s eye. On Nan and Grandad’s wedding day, he stood guard outside the cottage. When a teenage Rob received his coat, McGuigan was there, watching the newest legacy. It was the same cat each time, a reluctant watcher over his legacy wards.

         After this rather bothersome interaction, the small one had become fearless. She would lay in wait and try to ambush him. Thankfully, she had only succeeded once in ‘fairy pimping’ him. In fairness, the rainbow tutu and gossamer wings were rather becoming. This child would make a formidable and terrifying opponent when she was grown.

         Plodding up the stairs, McGuigan longed for some peace and quiet. It’s barely morning and they are as hyper as hens on a hot tin roof.

         A roar and yelping from the back garden bothered him further. ‘What are they up to now?’ On soft paws, he padded to the window overlooking the back garden and effortlessly jumped up to the windowsill, landing lightly. His keen hearing picked out every word below with ease.

         The scene unfolding below was moderately amusing. ‘I suppose I had better keep an eye on this.’ His tail flicked from side to side, 181a metronome keeping time. Against his better judgement, he would have to admit that he was growing passingly fond of this bunch.

         ‘Ooof, it’s heavy!’ Eoin and his grandfather were struggling with the old cast-iron bath. It had been repurposed as a flower bed, but now its contents were strewn upon the grass, marigolds and muck discarded. Eoin wore swimming trunks, as did Molly, standing nearby and chewing on a lock of hair.

         ‘There’s no way we’re moving this – it weighs a ton!’

         ‘We’ll do it here so.’

         Eoin barely made it out of the way before Grandad started spraying the hose, filling the tub in earnest.

         ‘Just as well you’ve not got close neighbours, Grandad – they’d think we’d lost the plot.’

         ‘I found it!’ Rob appeared out the back of the cottage, brandishing a jacket not dissimilar to his own.

         ‘The last legacy jacket!’ They had McGuigan’s full attention now.

         ‘Now, remember, it might not belong to either of you,’ Rob spoke softly to Molly and Eoin.

         ‘Let’s get this over with then.’ Eoin stepped up first. ‘I could really do without this being mine.’ Buttoning the jacket up, he slipped into the bath, shivering despite the mildness of the summer morning. McGuigan could taste his adrenaline flooding the garden from here.

         Sitting chattering, he turned to his uncle. ‘Is that it?’182

         ‘Sorry, Eoin, you’ll have to dunk.’

         Holding his breath and pinching his nose, he submerged.

         Nothing happened.

         Hopping out quickly, Eoin took off the jacket and wrapped himself in the towel his mother held out for him.

         He danced from foot to foot, water pooling under him. As he passed the jacket to his sister, he noticed that it was bone dry. ‘The water just runs off it; it’s not wet at all. Amazing, I’d love to run some tests on it.’

         His mother intercepted him. ‘Me next.’

         ‘But, Lizzie, it didn’t work last time.’

         ‘That was years ago, Rob. I’m trying it again …’ She had a bit of an unhinged glint in her eye, and Rob backed quickly out of her way.

         It was fear and longing that McGuigan could smell off her. A dangerous combination.

         Muttering something to herself – maybe a prayer, or a wish – Lizzie took a deep breath and lowered herself into the bath. She stayed under for a long minute, only to surface sucking in air. Her gasps turned to sobs. Her shoulders heaved as she stepped out, unbuttoning the jacket with trembling fingers. She dropped the jacket to the grass and rushed to her husband, burying her face in his chest, mindless of the wet. ‘I just hoped. I hoped it would be me, that maybe I could save her, somehow.’

         ‘Shhh, there now,’ Lana’s dad soothed, rubbing his wife’s back.183

         Plucking it from the ground where it lay discarded, Molly shrugged, starting to put her arm through the sleeve, ‘Me next, I suppose.’

         ‘No!’ her parents cried in unison.

         ‘You’re too young, Molly,’ her mother declared. ‘Tell her, Rob, Dad!’

         ‘I want to help, I –’

         ‘Hush now, the pair of ye.’ Rowan towered over his daughter and granddaughter. ‘Let there be no fighting. I’ll go next.’

         Rob stared, his jaw swinging open, fly-catching. Eoin snorted, taking one look at the petite jacket, and another at his not-so-petite grandfather.

         ‘Ehm, Dad, not sure if you know how this works, but you’re only a legacy relative through marriage. You have no selkie blood, so …’

         ‘I’m doing it.’

         McGuigan watched the old man. Determined, he squeezed himself into the jacket and forced it closed, the buttons gaping and straining. He creaked into the bath with his jaw set and teeth gritted.

         ‘I’ll not get under the water and make it out again; you’ll have to hose me.’

         ‘I’ll do it.’ This from Molly, who scampered off and turned the hose on full tilt.

         McGuigan sat up straighter, and his tail stopped mid-flick. 184He felt a strange energy in the air, something old and primitive.

         ‘Blood-tie magic,’ he hissed in surprise.

         The water hit the grandfather and, against all reason or sense, he shifted. In an instant, he was a huge grey seal with exquisite silver handlebar whiskers.

         ‘Well, isn’t that something else?’ McGuigan muttered to himself. ‘I’m not often surprised, but that will do it.’

         Rob was hugging his father. Lizzie was picking up Nan, who had fainted dead away, clutching at her neck. Eoin was watching, face tight and eyes blinking – the stench of fear off him was overpowering even from here. And Molly – well, Molly was eating a sandwich from goodness knows where. ‘That small one really is growing on me,’ McGuigan laughed, a purr of delight rolling in his throat.

         They really are disruptive, though, he sighed heavily to himself. He would have to go to Court again now; the Queen would want to hear about this. Three legacies! It was time to clarify his role here: one legacy was bad enough, but throw in the sean draíocht, the old magic, and the grandfather shifting and it was an awful mess.

         McGuigan didn’t like to ponder his part in this whole tangle. He had thought it a kindness to Lana to let her have her fun. How was he to know she would throw the whole fae community into chaos by agreeing to the Rites? That Morwyn was a bad egg, all right, but he wouldn’t have expected her to take it 185this far. Maybe if he had spoken to the child, or to her grandparents … He was paying for it now – they all were – and mostly with his peace.

         Still, Rob should have been on hand. McGuigan could hardly have kept an eye on Lana underwater. A shiver travelled up his spine. No, it wasn’t his fault. He couldn’t be held responsible for it.

         All humans are fools. It’s a miracle they have survived this long. It’s hard to believe that humankind numbers in excess of eight billion, since they don’t seem able to comprehend even the most basic of instructions. It’s a relief that their lives are so fleeting. Only a very few will gain the wisdom to realise how foolish they actually are.

         Surveying the hustle and bustle in front of him through slitted eyes, McGuigan’s resolve softened somewhat. Dim or not, they sure were loyal. They would not abandon their own kind, no matter how futile the struggle might be.

         They’re like tenacious little bugs, plodding on regardless of the obstacles ahead. It’s too bad there’s no happy ending in store for them.

         With that, he turned tail and headed up the stairs. Maybe he would get some quiet in the attic.

         ‘Peace at last.’ Snuggling into a cosy fleece blanket, he circled it once, extending his claws to massage the material before sinking into it.

         He was just drifting off for a well-deserved nap when his rest was disturbed. Creaking footsteps climbed the stairs. He could 186smell who it was, but they carried an unusual undertone of desperation, fear and a touch of hope.

         ‘What now? I’m trying to sleep.’ McGuigan didn’t even bother to raise his head, ignoring the intruder.

         ‘I need you to deliver a message. To Court.’

         ‘Grand. I’ll do it tomorrow, when I’ve something to report. No point in going now.’

         ‘It needs to be today.’

         And then McGuigan heard it. The old words, in the old tongue. A phrase he had not heard a mortal speak these past three generations.

         ‘Are you sure?’

         ‘I am.’

         ‘Then I will take your message.’

         McGuigan paused then, statue-still. A slow breath, somewhere between a hiss and a sigh, escaped him. The niceties had been observed, and a favour requested. But that’s the trouble with the Good Folk: they’re tricky, and the help you get isn’t always the help you want.
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            Chapter Twenty-Three

         

         A dazed Lana found herself sitting on a dusty floor in a dark, dingy room. It was musty and damp, but had the stuffy warmth of a summer’s day in Ireland. This is a far cry from the last two tasks. It nearly looks ordinary, she thought.

         Her teeth chattered, still not caught up with the sudden rise in temperature. She unfastened her coat and gulped in a large breath, which was quickly expelled in a sneeze.

         A chorus of ‘Dia linn’, followed by laughing, from somewhere nearby brought a smile to her face. ‘That’s not Tonya,’ she muttered to herself. She was still a bit foggy, but a vague memory was surfacing of Tonya hauling her to safety. ‘No, not Tonya, but I think I know those laughs!’

         Standing and dusting herself off, she was startled by a door slamming behind her. Swivelling fast, she saw a wooden door, its cheap laminate peeling at the edges with cracks in the side. The browned hinges were speckled with rust and the handle dangled precariously.

         Above it was a much grander structure, obsidian black and covered in etchings and glyphs.188

         ‘The arch.’

         A flash and a loud beep from beside the door alerted her.

         It was a timer, with digital numbers. Red and flashing. And now counting down.

         00:60:00

         00:59:59

         A metallic screech came over the intercom and a scratchy, nasal, female voice intoned, ‘Okay, guys, that’s your timer on! You have sixty minutes to get out. If you need any clues, just wave over to the camera. Only kidding – you’re on your own.’ The voice giggled.

         ‘My last task is an escape room?’ Lana groaned. She didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. ‘And Tonya is nowhere to be seen.’ Lana couldn’t afford to wait for her heart to calm – time was of the essence here.

         ‘So who’s here with me?’ Nervously, she followed the sound of laughing and joking, hopeful of who she would find. She rounded a corner into a large room and, for the second time in the space of a minute, Lana felt her heart would burst out of her chest.

         ‘It is you!’ She dashed towards them, nearly bowling her mother over in delight.

         ‘Who else would it be, silly?’ Her dad tousled her hair.

         ‘The pressure’s getting to you already, kid,’ her mum laughed. She pulled Lana in for a squeeze, planting a kiss on the top of her head.189

         ‘Well, you did pick an escape room for your birthday, duh.’ Molly added.

         Eoin only glanced up and smiled, the dim light reflecting off his glasses, before returning to his task. He was already in problem-solving mode. She had never been happier to see him.

         A warm feeling spread through Lana’s chest, and the band of worry around her heart seemed to loosen a bit. ‘We are the best possible team to get out of this room.’ She smiled warmly at them. ‘So, what have we got so far?’

         ‘Molly found a few tiles, but we’re still in discovery mode,’ Eoin replied. ‘Get searching, sis.’

         The family had a fairly solid formula when it came to escape rooms. It played to each of their strengths, and Lana’s skill was unearthing clues. ‘On it.’

         Feeling safe in the presence of her family, Lana got to work, breathing long, slow breaths to stay calm. She did her level best to ignore the clock counting down nearby. This was like any other escape room they had been in, and they hadn’t failed one yet.

         It had nailed its underwater theme. Fake seaweed hung over musty tapestries and portraits of pirates. There was the usual assortment of random furniture shoved up against the walls. There were no windows, only dim, recessed spotlights that glowed from under the skirting boards, rolling in a wave from blue to green, dappling the floor with a sealike vibe. Lana itched to get stuck in, spotting a lock hanging from a dresser in the corner.190

         ‘Over here!’ Molly waved a scroll excitedly. They all gathered around while Molly unfurled the rather battered piece of card, its laminate coating peeling at the edges.

         Squinting in the dim light, she held it close and began to read, stumbling over the words:

         
            Welcome to the Ocean Escape Room, ad-, adv-

         

         She paused, looking to her mother, who nodded encouragingly.

         
            Advent-ur-ers

         

         She beamed up at them, delighted with deciphering the word.

         Lana stifled a sigh. Molly loved reading, but she still wasn’t the most confident. That would be fine if she was practising at home, but more than frustrating if you’re on the final task of the Rites and your whole life depended on getting out of here, fast!

         Molly ploughed on, determined and buoyed by her mother’s reassurance.

         
            
               Welcome to the Ocean Escape Room, adventurers.

               B-b-beware, for time is … sh-short.

            

         

         Molly flashed her spectators a thousand-watt smile, delighted with herself.

         Lana’s hands clenched into fists. Come on Mol, hurry! Her eyes flicked to the clock involuntarily. Is it just me, or is time ticking down faster?191

         
            You must work together if you hope to escape.

         

         Molly took a big breath. ‘This is great craic, isn’t it, guys?’ Her eyes danced around at her family and her cheeks flushed with happiness.

         ‘Enough.’ Lana snapped. ‘Give it over.’ She closed the gap between them with two long strides and snatched the page from her little sister. After scanning it quickly, she raced through the text:

         
            
               Welcome to the Ocean Escape Room, adventurers.

               Beware, for time is short.

               You must work together if you hope to escape.

               Solve the puzzles and find the true key to success.

               But beware, as all may not be as it seems.

               Complete this task and freedom awaits.

               Fail and you will be SEALed in the ocean’s depths.

               Good luck! And remember, there is more than one way to win.

            

         

         Flipping the sheet over, Lana saw it was blank. ‘Is that it?’ She grunted in disgust. ‘It’s just a stupid intro – it’s not even a proper clue, Mol!’ She flung the sheet away in a huff. ‘You’re wasting time!’

         Her dad took hold of Lana’s elbow and dipped to speak softly but firmly into her ear. ‘Easy, Lana. Look.’ He nodded towards Molly, who was struggling to steady her breath, sniffles escaping as she wiped her eyes, chasing away little tears that were threatening to fall.192

         ‘Don’t mind her, love.’ She heard her mother comfort her sister. ‘She’s just excited ’cause it’s her birthday. Let’s leave her off, okay?’

         Mum caught Lana’s eye and gave a quick shake of her head, her face both a warning and a show of disappointment.

         Lana looked away, suddenly ashamed, her cheeks flushing. Shaking her hair out from behind her now-hot ears, she refocused. She’s just a little kid … but I have bigger fish to fry.

         ‘Lana. Here.’

         Thankful for the distraction, Lana answered her brother’s summons. Eoin was lining up possible clues, cataloguing and matching them. His sandy hair was standing on end, a side effect of his fingers raking it as he always did when he was concentrating. His glasses were slightly askew, and a blob of dirt marked his cheek. He smiled broadly at Lana, the braces on his teeth pinging back what little light they caught. He was clearly in his element.

         ‘This is what we’ve got so far.’ He gestured to the brick-a-brac on the ground before him. ‘It’s enough to get started with, but we’re definitely missing stuff. You good to do a sweep?’

         Lana was undoubtedly the chief sleuther in the family. Where Eoin excelled at problem-solving, and Dad coordinated the group, and Mum – well, Mum brought snacks and stopped people from fighting, Lana had an uncanny ability to see when something was missing, or, even more commonly in escape rooms, when something was hiding in plain sight.193

         ‘On it.’ Lana set to work, beelining to the opposite side of the room, away from Mum and Molly. Best give them a bit of space.

         Searching systematically, Lana quickly uncovered three potential clues. She was about to deliver them back to Eoin when a glint of red hidden in the lining of an upturned trunk caught her eye.

         Peeling back the lining, a little figure thumped to the floor. It was a small, dainty statue, around five centimetres high. Lana’s blood ran cold as she drew closer to examine it. There was no mistaking it.

         ‘Tonya!’ Every detail of her was captured, down to the intricate markings on her maw and the silver-blue bells jingling in her ears. The statuette was frozen in a slightly frightened-looking expression, with mouth open, teeth bared, arms outstretched and claws spread.

         ‘I’m getting us out of here, Tonya,’ Lana whispered to the figurine. ‘What’s got you so freaked out, though? Are you warning me about something?’ Tucking Tonya into her coat pocket, she headed back to her brother, suddenly wary. ‘Found these,’ she said and tumbled her findings softly to the ground. She hunkered down beside Eoin to examine them. ‘What have we got here? A tile puzzle-piece thingy, another scroll and a little seahorse yoke.’

         Eoin smiled widely. ‘Pass me the seahorse!’

         She handed it over and watched him examine it. Silver with inky-blue flecks on its scales, it was small, no bigger than Eoin’s thumb, and stood on a tiny plinth. The seahorse wore a funny hat and held some sort of water spear. Eoin let out an ‘ahh’ of excitement, or recognition, or maybe both.194

         ‘Brilliant, Lana. I have another one like it, but I didn’t cop what it was till you showed me this one.’

         Eoin showed her the other one. A seahorse again, but where the last was silver, this one was painted a deep blue and had a crown on its head.

         ‘Do you see? They’re chess pieces. Flip it over!’

         Lana did so, feeling rising excitement – her brother’s enthusiasm was contagious. ‘It has a little metal circle on its base.’

         ‘Exactly. My bet is it’s a magnet.’

         Eoin called to the others, ‘Look for a chess board, and dibs on solving this one!’

         Eoin was obsessed with chess, going to chess club twice a week, and it was his guilty pleasure to sneak in chess puzzles on the dedicated app on Dad’s phone. Not that he publicised it – Eoin was always terrified that he would come across as too nerdy. But really, there was no point in fighting it; he actually was a big nerd.

         It was Dad who found the board. ‘Isn’t that clever?’ he declared as he flipped a cushion off a chair to reveal the board in its base. A slip of paper was dislodged and floated delicately to the floor. Dad started reading as Eoin rushed over, a chess piece in each hand.

         
            
               Right at the top the dance begins.

               Partners, not foes, so both sides win.

               Dance the whole board in armour that shines.195

               Capture no pieces, reveal the next sign.

               Endgame within game, keep moving around

               And, working together, your path can be found.

            

         

         ‘Well?’ asked Lana, impatient. ‘Can you solve it?’

         ‘Give me a sec.’ Scrunching his nose in concentration, Eoin mused, ‘Right at the top … Dance the whole board. Okay, so the knight starts at the top right. I can solve this puzzle. But it’s hard.’ His eyes flicked over to the ever-dwindling clock. ‘And it’s going to take time.’

         ‘Let’s get cracking so. You can do it, Eoin.’ Dad squeezed his shoulder encouragingly.

         ‘The point of this puzzle,’ Eoin explained, ‘is to touch the knight off every square without capturing the Queen. ‘One false move and we need to start again.’

         A familiar look came over Eoin’s face, one that Lana associated with complete concentration and determination.

         Placing the knight on the top right corner, and the queen on D5, a soft blue glow shone from the squares beneath them. Eoin jumped the knight to another square, and that one lit up too.

         ‘At least we’ll know we’re on track.’

         Mum, Dad and Molly crowded around him.

         ‘You can do it, Eoin’.

         ‘Just try your best, lovey.’

         ‘I’m going to keep searching,’ Lana called over. No point in all of us watching – time is ticking away. Someone has to keep working.196

         A chorus of groans told Lana that Eoin had made a mistake. She swallowed down a harsh remark as he reset the board.

         Busying herself, Lana took stock of the remaining clues. We should be further on by now, she told herself.

         She picked up one of the tiles and examined it. It was a perfect square, bigger than her head, with smooth, clean edges. Painted on it in greens and golds was something like a bit of a branch or tree. If it was part of a puzzle, it had to be huge! Patting her pocket gently, she whispered, ‘I sure could do with some help now, Tonya.’ Lana could almost imagine Tonya’s response, here, in the Rites, in a fae-engineered test made to toy with her. The help you get may not be the help you want.

         Flipping the tile, Lana saw a mirrored surface, gold and silver with little age spots speckled over it. Catching a glimpse of her brother in the mirror, Lana looked at him. Really looked at him. Something about how the dim light captured him distorted his features. He just looked slightly off.

         The blood drained from her face, the tile suddenly warm in her now-clammy hands. Turning to face them, she really looked. That’s not my family. I mean, I always knew it wasn’t really them, but …

         Unbidden, the memory of the two Arctic foxes who tricked her popped into her mind. How can I know who to trust?
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            Chapter Twenty-Four

         

         Shoving down the rising panic, Lana took a deep steadying breath. ‘I’ll just have to count on myself’. I am going to get out of here. Only twenty minutes left!’

         Searching for a board, or something that could house the rather large puzzle piece, Lana frantically pulled the room apart, looking behind paintings and trying to pull at heavy dressers.

         That tinny voice creaked over the intercom again. ‘If it’s stuck to the wall, it’s probs not supposed to move. Try not to break the room, mmmkay? Fifteen minutes, guys, tick tock! Just let me know if you want to give up and it will all be over …’

         Lana kept searching; she had come too far to walk away now. She rolled back a carpet to reveal a silver-and-blue motif painted in a circle on the floor. It was a family of seals, in a Celtic design, intertwined and swimming together. Lana stood on it to see if anything would happen. Nothing.

         ‘Lana!’ Eoin, or not-quite-Eoin, called her over.

         The board was lit up like a Christmas tree, a blue glow merrily humming on all but one square.

         ‘Took you long enough.’ Lana’s patience was waning. ‘What are you waiting for?’

         ‘Just enjoying my victory.’ Eoin smiled widely. He gestured to 198the board and made a pretend bow to each of the others. ‘Will I do it?’ he joked. ‘Will I?’

         ‘Oh, give over, we don’t have time for this messing.’ Reaching across him, Lana grabbed the knight and plonked him firmly on the last square.

         A flash of light burst from the board, the puzzle completed. A click sounded somewhere behind them and a mechanism was triggered. A painting slid away into the wall, rolling back to reveal a large mosaic of a tree, with four or five pieces missing.

         ‘Finally!’ Lana said. ‘We’re getting somewhere.’

         ‘Hey!’ Eoin’s tone was low and flat.

         ‘What?’

         He shrugged at her, lost for words. ‘Lana, that was … mean.’

         Lana’s conscience prickled, but she stilled the voice in her head that told her she had gone too far. And her pride prevented her from admitting that Eoin was right.

         ‘We’re not going to get out of here by flapping about.’

         Ignoring his hurt look, she walked over to her mother, who was gathering the rest of the tiles. She looked evenly at Lana.

         ‘What?’ asked Lana.

         ‘You know exactly what.’

         Lana’s cheeks flushed.

         ‘Don’t be so focused on winning that you lose sight of what’s really important. Now, come on. It’s not too late to finish this room. Together.’199

         They don’t know, or care, about the stakes. I have to beat this room, so I can get back to my actual family.

         As expected, the tiles slotted easily into place. The picture showed a vast tree, with branches curling into spirals. There were four abstract faces dotted about it, in different colours. One square lay blank, one final missing piece taunting them.

         ‘Look,’ cried Molly. ‘It’s a family tree.’

         ‘Well spotted, Mol. I’d put money on the last tile having a face too.’

         ‘That would make five, just like our family.’ Molly smiled up at her dad.

         ‘What puzzles are left?’ Lana put in quickly. She had no time for small talk.

         Eoin rolled his eyes at her, ignoring her question.

         Mum stepped in. ‘There’s this.’ She held out the small scroll from earlier. ‘And there is one last lock over there on the writing desk drawer. My bet is that’s where the last tile is.’

         ‘What does the scroll say, Mum?’ Lana was already striding over to the desk.

         ‘Not much. It’s very short.’

         
            
               I before E except after C.

               Put I with U and where will we be?

            

         

         ‘The lock has a four-letter code. Maybe it’s some sort of cipher?’

         Lana started messing with the dials, hoping to fluke her way to the solution.200

         ‘But that’s a grammar rule: I before E except after C. Maybe it’s just a spelling test? Where are I and U together?’

         Lana tried ‘QUIZ’. Nope.

         ‘LIEU’? Nope.

         Maybe it was Irish?

         ‘DUIT’?

         The lock stayed firmly in place.

         ‘Can I have a go, Lana?’

         ‘No, Molly. You’re too small. Besides, we haven’t got time.’

         ‘Lana,’ her dad called, ‘we’ll do better if we all put our heads together.’

         ‘Lana.’

         ‘Not now, Mol.’

         ‘But I –’

         ‘Oh my God, will you just stop?’

         Lana continued with her task, ignoring the awkward silence surrounding her. Stealing a glance at the clock, she shrieked in dismay to see only five minutes remaining.

         Tears of frustration pooled in her eyes, falling to her cheeks in hot, heavy blobs. ‘This can’t be it. There must be something else. I won’t give up.’ She paced the room, shaking off her mother’s attempted hug.

         From behind her, there was a satisfying click, followed by the lock dropping to the floor with a thump.

         Sliding the drawer open, Molly removed the remaining tile 201and walked over to Lana, proffering it to her, a loving smile on her face despite how rotten Lana was being.

         ‘Thanks, Molly, but how did you do it?’

         ‘You already solved it. Where are “I” and “U” together? I and YOU. It’s like that song Mum and Dad used to sing when we were small. Where I am with YOU.’ She pointed to herself and then to Lana.

         ‘Of course, “Home”. Home is wherever I’m with you.’ Lana pulled Molly in for a hug. ‘You clever thing. I’m sorry I’ve been so awful. It’s just that I have to get out of here.’

         ‘Okay, let’s get out of here,’ said Molly.

         The arch behind them lit up, an ominous red, a warning flash. Time was running out.

         Taking the tile, Lana ran over to the puzzle and slotted it into place. The picture was complete – a family tree with five people, each different and unique, but not whole without the others.

         Lana heard a latch release and a mechanism turning. She ran to the door with delight and tried the handle. ‘That has to be it. I – we’ve escaped!’

         It didn’t budge.

         She tried it again. Locked.

         Behind her, the picture was swivelling, the whole thing rotating on its edge in a big circle. Its mirrored side stopped to face the family.

         A loud gong sounded.202

         Sixty seconds remained on the clock.

         ‘Lana! Come!’ Her mother called her over to where the rest of the family were, standing on the seal picture on the floor. Their reflections danced in the mirror behind them.

         GONG!

         ‘LANA!’
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            Chapter Twenty-Five

         

         Lana’s mum sat at the prow of the currach and stared out to sea, pointedly avoiding making eye contact with her brother, Rob, as he rowed them out to the Rookery. The sun was dazzling, casting honeycomb patterns of light through the water.

         She busied herself checking her scuba diving equipment. She could have done with more preparation; it had been years since she had last dived, and she was more than a little rusty. She had taken up diving when Rob had got his coat. It had seemed a sorry consolation at the time, but she was oh so grateful for the skill now. Diving was the quickest way to get to her daughter.

         Lana should be on her final task by now. Oonagh had been sending messages on the hour and, as the saying goes, no news is good news. It wasn’t really the done thing, a human entering the Rookery. But no matter what, Lana’s mum was going to be there; she wouldn’t let Lana come out and not have her mum by her side.

         Grandad was there too, swimming alongside the boat in his newly discovered selkie coat. Lana’s mum had told him to stay at home, but he had insisted. She was grateful for the support, but it scratched an old wound watching her old dad sluicing through the water beside them, twirling and jumping out of the water in delight.204

         The family secret was a hard burden when you weren’t the one wearing a coat. You had to carry a sworn promise not to reveal the selkies, but you got none of the perks. It had taken her a long time to get over her jealousy that her brother got to wear a coat and she didn’t. And now her dad had one. She had to work to keep her face still, annoyed by the scowl that threatened to surface. So she fumbled with the last of her straps, and tried to ignore Grandad in seal form, his silky head bobbing up and down in the gentle swell of the water.

         Besides, she had bigger problems – namely, her preteen daughter, who was the main character in this nightmare. She rubbed away an angry tear. If I had just told her, then maybe … She shook the thought away. That type of thinking would do nobody any good now. She needed to be strong for Lana. No matter what.

         The summer when Rob first shifted was etched into her brain. He had rung her and insisted she come home to Carrig Cottage for the weekend. She had laughed and promised to come, expecting to hear about a new girlfriend or a trip he was planning.

         It blew her mind when he brought her down to the hidden beach and ran into the water wearing that funny old jacket, diving into the dancing waves and surfacing as a beautiful seal. She gobbled up all the news and stories and sagas about selkies as he dried off in the sand afterwards. And her heart nearly burst 205with excitement when he told her about the two remaining legacy jackets. As twins, one of the other ones had to be for her, right? Giddy with excitement, they had both raced back to the cottage to claim her coat.

         Nothing happened. She put on a brave face as Rob commiserated with her, telling him that she wasn’t that bothered. She ignored Granny’s pitying looks as she packed the jackets away again, adding new labels for whoever was destined to wear them.

         It wasn’t all bad; she was able to be disappointed for herself and happy for her twin all at once. It’s a funny thing to be jealous of someone you love. At first, it’s like an oil slick on water. It dirties everything. All the good feelings are still there, under the surface, but the top bit? Well, it’s a little grimy and it sort of stains you. And sometimes you just have to wait it out until it dilutes a bit.

         So, she got on with it and focused on what she did have. She got to be a part Rob’s magical world through his stories, albeit on its fringes. She had a lovely boyfriend, who became a wonderful husband. She had lovely friends, and a lovely life. And then she became a mum, and everything else just seemed to fade away, paling in importance. She wasn’t a perfect mum – she was forever saying the wrong thing – but she loved her children so much and would do anything for them to grow up safe and become decent human beings.206

         That was why she had agreed to part with Lana for what felt like a lifetime this summer. Even though it seemed as though she was walking around with her heart outside of her chest. She knew Lana was feeling overshadowed by her brother and sister, and Lana wouldn’t, couldn’t, understand, but her mum knew exactly how she felt. Lana never needed to be anything but herself; she just needed a chance to stand on her own two feet. If Lana could just see herself the way her mum saw her …

         Lana’s mum sighed. She felt absolutely rotten. What if Lana didn’t make it through the Rites? She would be stuck in seal form for a whole year! How would she ever forgive herself for letting her daughter down like this? That was the thing about being a mum – you were responsible for these growing kids. If they made silly mistakes and got led astray, it was your job to fix it.

         ‘Right, sis, this is as far as I can take you above water.’

         Uncle Rob deftly knotted the rope that secured the currach to the cliff face.

         ‘You all set?’

         ‘This wasn’t how I imagined my first trip to the Rookery,’ Lana’s mum answered dryly. ‘But I suppose beggars can’t be choosers.’

         Doing her final checks and making sure her lines were clear, Lizzie parked her nerves. She clipped her nose and popped in her regulator, giving it a good wiggle to seal her lips around it. Years of practice kicked in and her breathing slowed to a steady 207in and out. She perched on the edge of the currach, then tumbled backwards into the water.

         Allowing herself to sink, she fumbled with her head torch, turning it up to the highest setting and trusting that her eyes would adjust.

         Though she was expecting them, she was startled to see Uncle Rob and Grandad approaching, their strong, sleek bodies ripping through the water with ease. Forming the ‘OK’ symbol with her index finger and thumb, she followed them tentatively, kicking her flippers strongly in an effort to keep up.

         I can’t believe this! Grandad wasn’t even able to swim yesterday, and now he has me at my limit. She snorted out bubbles of disbelief, thinking again of her rotund father. Even in seal form, he was rather large. Flapping furiously to keep up, Lizzie couldn’t escape the awe she felt looking at him. Where was her old dad, who winced and groaned going up the stairs? Her heart lightened at this realisation, and the little seed of jealousy that he had got a coat that she was denied was instantly blown away. Even in all the mess, I can be happy about this part, she thought. I’m glad he can take a break from his aches and pains.

         She didn’t have time to ponder this, as the Rookery quickly came into focus. The sight of it stole her breath clean out of her chest. Only years of training from when she was younger prevented her jaw from dropping open in amazement and water from filling her mouth.208

         This. Is. Amazing.

         She let her worries fade momentarily and just soaked it in. She was one of the few humans in living memory to approach the Rookery underwater like this. It was rare for a non-selkie to be welcomed in this way.

         Rob had told her about it, of course, describing it as halfway between The Little Mermaid and a gloomy highland castle, but underwater, of course. But any description fell flat now that she was here. Imagine trying chocolate for the first time – you know it’s going to be pretty great, because people have told you, but then actually tasting it! When that first hint of sweetness hits your tongue – that is what it was like to see the Rookery.

         It was both sad and solemnly beautiful to think of this place hidden under the sea, a genuine wonder of the world, with its curved arches and high towers reaching in both directions – down into the deep and up towards the surface. It was somehow just ‘there’, as if it had grown rather than having been built or made.

         The scientist in her wondered whether it was created by magic or some otherworldly engineering, perhaps with a faerie contractor.

         There’s no way that selkies could have built this, not without opposing thumbs anyway.

         In a thousand shades of grey and blue, dotted with fluorescent beacons, the walls seemed to wave gently, the water’s breath playing tricks on Lana’s mum’s eyes. Glimmers of colour peeked 209out from around corners, with underwater flora, tenacious and lush, softening the harsh stone facade. Several basking sharks, long and brooding, kept guard, ready to chase away intruders.

         This all distracted her as she absentmindedly followed Rob and her dad, barely aware of other selkies forming a guard of honour for her. They kept their distance respectfully, spiralling around the visitors, forming a circle above and below, and falling in behind them after they passed through. It was a fine crew that followed by the time they reached the arch room.

         They all surfaced together in the round pool in the centre of the room, Lana’s mum shivering as she popped out her mouthpiece. Clumsy in her flippers, her feet slapped in the shallows as she made her way to dry land.

         She shoved her goggles up onto her head, shrugged out of her tank harness, and hugged her bare arms, cold water dripping off her in rivulets. There hadn’t been time to source a wetsuit at the last minute. It was a miracle that the old, neglected scuba set worked and she wasn’t inhaling funny gas this whole time.

         Oonagh rushed towards her, clucking softly, and wrapped a soft, warm robe around her before pulling her into a bear hug.

         ‘No word yet, Lizzie. That’s good! And, and, I’m so sorry for everything.’ Oonagh was usually unflappable. Both Lana’s mum and Uncle Rob were amazed to see her eyes welling up.

         ‘This is an unmitigated disaster. We’re a laughingstock among the clans, but aside from the scandal, why did it have 210to be your niece?’ Oonagh said to Rob. ‘Your daughter, Lizzie. Morwyn has always harped on about your grandmother, how she misses her. But none of us knew the depth of these feelings. Or how she blamed Rob, and now Lana, for “stealing” Rhona’s coat – for stealing time she should have been able to spend with her best friend. I think, in the end, she just snapped.

         ‘It’s all nonsense of course.’ Oonagh shrugged, helpless. ‘That’s not our way. We cherish legacies. They are a gift, treasures returned to the sea …’ She sighed before her face took on a stony veneer. ‘She won’t get away with it, Lizzie. The full severity of the clan will come down on her. I guarantee it.’

         This brought Lana’s mum back to the moment with a bang. In a cold voice, she replied, ‘Keep her out of my sight. I would never condone violence, but I wouldn’t trust myself not to boot her into next week and force-feed her slime.’

         At this, she felt a hand on her arm, offering both comfort and warning. She smiled tightly at her dad, back in human form, his jacket fit to burst, reassuring him that she wasn’t, in fact, going to plot horrible things against Morwyn, though it was a pleasant thought. Maybe it would be okay to put squirmy eels in her bed or dose her tea with a laxative or fill her shampoo bottle with ants …

         Lana’s mum let Oonagh guide her over to a remarkably comfortable couch and allowed herself to drift away in her prattle.211

         Uncle Rob positioned himself facing the arch like a loyal guard dog, barely blinking. But, as when watching a kettle boil or paint drying, every moment felt like an eternity. Nothing seemed to be happening.

         Lana’s uncle was just about to join his sister and Oonagh on the couch when a loud crack of thunder echoed around the chamber. The arch turned red and flashed as words began to appear.

         Lana’s mum whipped her head around to face her brother. His brow creased and the blood drained away from his face as he staggered back towards her.

         Oh.

         That’s not good.
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            Chapter Twenty-Six

         

         GONG!

         Fifteen seconds now.

         The door wouldn’t budge. Lana tried throwing her shoulder against it again.

         The arch flared up like an angry road sign, the kind that flashes red and inevitably delivers bad news.

         ‘Lana.’

         ‘I have to get out.’

         ‘Lana! If we’re togeth–’

         ‘I need to get home!’

         Five seconds.

         ‘MUM!’ Tears were pouring now. ‘This can’t be it!’

         GONG!

         One second.

         It. Stopped.

         Everything stopped.

         The timer stopped flashing and ticking. On one second. The arch dulled. And Lana’s mother walked slowly and deliberately to her.

         ‘Stop, love.’

         She guided her back over to the rest of the family, holding her hand tightly.213

         ‘It’s over, sweetheart.’ Mum’s eyes were glassy, and her face wore a sad smile of resignation.

         ‘It can’t be,’ Lana cried. ‘I have to win. I can do this. I just need another minute.’

         ‘Listen, Lana. And watch.’

         Guiding her to the seal on the floor, she gestured to Lana to take her sister’s hand. As she did, the mirror in front of them lit up. A burst of white light flashed and illuminated the five of them, banishing shadows, bathing them in a shimmering brightness.

         United, the puzzle was complete, and at last, oh so gently, the door swung open.

         ‘We did it!’ Lana made to run.

         Holding her hand firmly, her mother pulled her back.

         ‘The second I release your hand, the clock will strike zero and the task will be over. And you, my love, will have failed. The clue was in the opening message, Lana. We had to work together to escape.’

         ‘This task was about family, love.’ Her dad drew her close, hugging her tightly. ‘Time and again, you decided to work alone. This,’ he gestured to the five of them, ‘was the real test.’

         ‘But I don’t understand. None of this is real. You’re not real. How can that be it?’

         ‘Just because we’re not real doesn’t mean the feelings aren’t.’ Her mother brushed a tear away, pretty ineffectively, as more 214just kept streaming out. ‘Those feelings are very real. They, and we, come from you, Lana. This whole task came from you, plucked from some secret part of your head. That part of you that was so scared of being left out, that you pushed away those who love you.’

         ‘I thought I had to do it alone.’ Lana’s voice was small.

         ‘But, sweetheart, you’re never alone.’

         The gong rang out and the arch flashed.

         ‘It’s time, Lana.’

         ‘But I can’t do it. I can’t have failed. I don’t want to be alone!’

         ‘You’re never truly alone. Your family has always been there for you. Has always loved you. Nothing can ever change that. Now, let go.’

         Releasing her hand, Lana stepped back. Her parents and siblings faded to nothing. The light extinguished, not even a wisp or shadow remaining.

         The clock hit zero and a keening screech rose from the depths of the room. The boards rolled and cracked in sudden inexorable decay.

         Blindly, Lana stumbled to the arch, barely aware of the movement in her pocket. Uncaring of the scampering down her leg.

         ‘No, no, no!’ Lana cried. ‘I didn’t understand. I’ll do it again. Give me another chance.’

         The arch emitted a booming gong and flashed red once more.

         ‘Proceed through the arch and face your judgment.’215

         Lana stumbled through, a sick feeling in her belly, and fell right into her mother’s arms on the other side.

         A cry ripped from her. ‘Mum!’

         They clung like clams to each other, each reluctant to let the other go.

         ‘I’m sorry, Mum.’

         ‘Oh, sweetheart, none of this is your fault.’

         ‘But, the Rites … Morwyn, everything …’ Lana shrugged helplessly. ‘I was stupid to agree to them. I didn’t understand. I just wanted to belong, Mum.’ Her voice cracked and Lana stuffed her face into her mum’s shoulder and squeezed her eyes shut, like she used to when she was a little kid after a bad dream.

         But this wasn’t a dream. The Rites were over, and she had refused every chance to walk away. And now she would spend the next year of her life alone, as a seal.

         ‘Lana, look at me.’ Mum’s voice was stern. ‘This isn’t your fault. None of this is your fault. You were tricked, horribly let down by someone you trusted! You’re just a kid. You’re allowed to make mistakes. Us adults are supposed to mind you kids! It’s our job to keep you safe, no matter what …’

         Lana felt like such a fool. To fall for Morwyn’s trick, and worse, that mean, insidious voice in her own head. The one that told her she would never belong. Foolishly, she had believed it. She had desperately wanted to prove herself and, well … ‘It was a mistake, I didn’t think I’d actually fail. I thought I’d make it 216through the Rites. And the selkies, and you and everyone would, well, want me …’

         There it was – her secret, the one that she had never voiced, that she had tried to shrug off as though she didn’t care. To her it was even bigger than the secret of the selkies. It scalded her throat as it escaped, but there was no taking it back now. She desperately wanted to belong. To be special.

         ‘Oh, my beautiful girl!’ Her mother’s face crumpled. ‘If I have ever let you think for one second that you are not enough, that you don’t have a special place in our worlds, then I’m the one who has failed. I’m so sorry.’ Tears streamed down her mother’s face. They both cried into each other’s arms, hearty sobs that wracked through them.

         Uncle Rob looked on, stricken. ‘How is this happening? I …’ He was rooted in place, as a horrible wave of guilt washed through him. ‘Granny Rhona gave me one job – to take care of her next legacy …’

         Oonagh mouthed over to him, ‘I’m sorry, Rob. Rules are rules. I have to do this.’ The Prime had no choice; a coat needed to be sealed.

         Tonya was barely visible, a mere speck of red curled up at the edge of the arch, her tail hugging herself tight. A sad murmur drifted up from where she lay, no more than a whispered hiss. ‘I’m sorry, Legacy.’

         Grandad was there, wearing – wait! Was that a coat? He seemed 217pretty oblivious; he was humming and filling a plate from the snack table. Sniffing a sandwich, he took a bite. ‘Egg mayo, hmm, needs paprika.’

         Lana was very glad to see him, however he had gotten here. Mum was going to need someone to take care of her, after …

         Oonagh approached them, a familiar cord in one hand, and reached to give Lizzie’s arm a squeeze with the other.

         ‘I’m sorry, Lana,’ she said quietly, ‘but the law is clear. I have to do this.’

         She turned to the crowd of sombre selkies before her, most in human form with their jackets loose about them, some of the younglings in seal form dotted amongst them.

         In a tight, formal voice, Oonagh announced to them, ‘The Rites have been completed, and the legacy has failed. Tricked or not, the verdict of the arch stands.’

         Silent tears rolled from Lana’s eyes, as she clung tighter to her mother.

         ‘The ritual is binding and all must abide by our laws. Lana, it gives me no pleasure to bind you into your coat and sentence you to a year and a day in seal form.’

         A low, keening hum washed over the room. Lana looked all around and was horrified to see that many of the selkies were crying quietly, even the adults.

         Her mum stepped out, shoving Lana behind her. ‘I won’t let this happen,’ she growled. ‘Not without a fight.’218

         Lana almost laughed. Her mum, dressed in some sort of dressing gown, was about as intimidating as a chihuahua, and was squaring up to the leader of an ancient mythological civilisation. Like, what was she going to do, attack her with a flipper?

         ‘Mum!’ Lana shook her off and turned to face her. She straightened her shoulders and jutted out her chin. Scrubbing the tears from her face, she took a tremulous breath and continued. ‘This is my mess. I got into it and I have to face the consequences. Isn’t that what you always tell me? It won’t be so bad. There’s nothing I can’t do.’ Her voice cracked at the end, sending a Lilliputian Tonya off into another fit of crying.

         She took a brave step towards Oonagh, her arms bared.

         ‘Do it, Oonagh.’

         Murmurs of support whispered around the room.

         ‘This is a disgrace!’

         ‘Seal Morwyn’s coat!’

         ‘Brave Legacy.’

         ‘We will guard her as our own.’

         Lana looked around at her family and friends, at all the people who really did love her even when she forgot to love herself. How did she ever think she didn’t belong? It seemed so daft now. She wished she had a few more minutes to set things right with Eoin, to reassure Dad that she would be okay, or even just to endure one of Molly’s pranks.

         ‘Thank you,’ she said simply to the crowd. ‘I understand now.’ 219She was part of this world, and of her own.

         ‘I’ll be okay, Mum …’

         Her mother quivered with anger and regret. ‘This isn’t right. Kids are allowed to make mistakes. How else will they learn and grow? There has to be something we can do!’

         Clearing his throat, Grandad stepped forward. ‘I couldn’t agree more, Lizzie. The shrimp is top-notch, by the way – stellar pink sauce.’

         Everyone stopped in their tracks.

         ‘Um, Mum, take care of Grandad when I’m gone, okay?’ said Lana.

         An ill-timed snort escaped from Lana’s mum. Fair, it was shocking timing for Grandad to lose his marbles.

         ‘Well, Oonagh, if you will humour an old man, and what’s more, your own father-in-law,’ Grandad piped in with a laugh, ‘you’ll find that there has been a change of plans.’

         ‘But there’s nothing I can do.’ Oonagh wrung the cord in her hands, twisting it nervously. ‘I have to bind her coat.’

         He patted her back reassuringly and reached into his jacket pocket, his plate of snacks balanced precariously in the other hand.

         ‘Phew, it’s waterproof!’ Pulling out a scroll fastened with a wax seal, he brandished it in front of him like a flare.

         ‘This,’ he waved it and passed it to Oonagh with a flourish, ‘is for you. Hold this while you’re at it.’ He offloaded his snacks.

         ‘You read that there, and I’ll fill my girls in.’

         Reaching out and taking one hand each into his own calloused palms, Grandad guided Lana and her mum back to the couch.220

         With a twinkle in his eye, he pulled them both to his chest in a big hug.

         ‘You hardly thought your old grandad would let you take this on all by yourself.’

         ‘It’s good to see you, Grandad, but oh, what a mess.’

         ‘I know, Lana.’ He patted her hand gently. ‘You might have been the one who entered the Rites, and there’s no question about it, a price has to be paid. But there is no way on this Earth we would part with you.’

         ‘That’s really sweet, Grandad. But I think it might be a bit late for that,’ Lana said sadly. She looked at his wide, cheery eyes, peering deeply into them. And those deep lines that told the story of his life on his face. She soaked up every dot, every whisker. She etched it onto her heart as a quiet sadness settled on her. Time was promised to no one, and she would savour these seconds with her grandad. A year was a long time for an old man. He didn’t have the luxury of his whole long life stretching before him like Lana did. She promised herself that when she came back, she would see the world as it truly is, and her place in it. Loved. Surrounded by family and friends. Never alone …

         ‘Don’t be so sure, Lana.’ He leaned forward and tapped the side of his nose conspiratorially. His eyes flicked to Oonagh, who was poring over the letter he had given her, muttering furiously as she did.

         ‘What do you mean, Grandad?221

         ‘Well,’ Grandad continued, ‘back at home, we were doing a lot of research, and our young Eoin – I always knew he was a smart one – was going on about the arch being fuelled by faerie magic, and how faerie gifts always come with rules and regulations. But well, where there’s a rule, there’s an exception. It was one of Rhona’s old books, and a reluctant McGuigan, who provided the rest. That brazen old cat owes me a few favours. I’m not as stupid as I look. I’m good for more than steak sandwiches and dancing a jig in the kitchen. You see, when I fed and watered him by the old rules, he was in my debt as a host.’

         Grandad looked from Lana to Lizzie smugly. They returned blank looks to him.

         ‘Erm, great story, Grandad,’ Lana interjected, ‘but how does this help in any way, shape or form? Your steak sandwiches are hardly going to sustain me as I rot as a seal until I turn thirteen!’

         Grandad threw his hands up in the air and let out a big sigh. As though it was as clear as the noses on their faces. ‘Well, I made a deal with them, of course! With the faeries.’

         He cleared his throat and rattled off a verse:

         
            
               Come mortal, shed your weary yoke

               And tread the path ’twixt Haw and Oak

               In blood and salt, your promise signed,

               A boon we may return in kind.

               Think true afore the deal is met –

               We set the price; you pay the debt.222

            

         

         ‘There was more in the old books, but my old head can’t remember the rest – something about a favour, but that’s for another time.’

         Lana and her mum were still none the wiser, both wondering if the stress of the last few days had rotted poor Grandad’s brain.

         He continued, ‘I sent McGuigan with a letter, a request for aid. He did it too, though he wasn’t happy about it, muttering like a spooky fortune teller that “the help you get won’t be the help you want”. But anyway, they cut your old grandad a deal, and not a bad one either. I’m very happy to pay the price they set.’

         Lana couldn’t make sense of his words.

         ‘It’s all sorted, my loves,’ Grandad continued. ‘Lana, you are free to go!’

         Lana gripped onto her mum and Grandad, looking from one to the other in disbelief. Her mum’s face must have mirrored hers; in fact, Mum’s jaw was so far open that a big string of drool dangled inelegantly from her mouth.

         A slightly hysterical Oonagh confirmed it. ‘Yep,’ she choked out in a strangled voice. ‘It’s all in here! Lana, there are a few details to be ironed out, but you’re free to go.’

         She laughed nervously and passed the letter to Uncle Rob. ‘Have a read of that, and then I will do what I have to do.’

         Whooping with excitement, Lana and her mum jumped and hugged and punched the air. The crowd cheered for the freed legacy.

         ‘I don’t know how you swung this, Dad, but this is just amazing,’ said Lana’s mum.223

         ‘Thanks, Grandad. This is the best birthday present ever!’ said Lana.

         He drew them into a big hug and held them tight. Planting a kiss on the top of each of their heads, he pulled back and nodded to a waiting Oonagh.

         ‘I love you both. Be good, and take care of each other.’

         Creaking, he rose stiffly from the couch. He straightened his back and tidied his jacket before walking over to Oonagh. Smiling all the while, he held out his hands to her.

         ‘I’m ready. What’s a year for an old man like me?’

         He turned to his granddaughter, pride beaming out of his eyes. ‘Oh. I won’t be able to later. So, happy birthday, Lana.’

         A hush fell around the room as, one by one, the onlookers realised what was happening. There’s no such thing as a freebie in the fae world; every boon comes with a price. In this instance, the price was Grandad …

         ‘Grandad! Noooooo!’ Only her mother’s firm grip stopped Lana from leaping forward. Tears streamed down her face as she looked on, her relief now turned to horror.

         Facing her father-in-law, Oonagh steadied herself. Cord in hand, she completed the ritual that needed to be done. Bound by rules and laws much older than herself, she began winding the intricate knots required to seal Grandad to his coat.

         ‘The Rites are completed. The legacy has failed. In accordance with our laws, a coat must be sealed. A deal has been struck. 224Flesh for flesh, bone for bone. Stronger than blood magic is love magic, and a sacrifice has been made.’

         Weaving the cord deftly, she completed the knot. The cord glowed a deep red, and a smiling Grandad shimmered and changed. In his place was a beautiful behemoth of a seal, vital and full of life. His eyes still danced, and he hummed out through his elegant whiskers.

         Blowing raspberries in their faces with fishy breath, he rolled to wave a flipper at Lana. They didn’t need any words to understand what he was saying.

         Go home.

         I’ve got this.

         I love you.
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            Chapter Twenty-Seven

         

         The next few days passed in a strange blur. Lana’s birthday was celebrated, albeit in a fairly muted way. After all the fuss of the missed party, she opted to keep it simple, surrounded by her family. Well, most of her family. Cora and her two aunts tagged along too, with Kate, ever superstitious, tossing salt over her shoulder and refusing to make eye contact with McGuigan.

         Molly took full advantage by sneaking up on her before roaring, ‘Cross my palm with gold or I’ll curse you!’ This had the desired effect, making the usually stolid and gruff Kate squeak like a tiny girly mouse. And this had the effect of Jules and McGuigan, a most unlikely pairing, wheezing in laughter and becoming, if not friends, grudgingly good acquaintances.

         Nan made a solid effort to cater for the party, but there’s no sandwich like a Grandad sandwich.

         ‘Is it supposed to taste like this?’ Oonagh winced as she choked down an eggy roll, thoroughly doused in hot sriracha and an avalanche of ground pepper.

         Rob hazarded a head shake in between a coughing fit and wiping the tears streaming down his face.

         The icing on the rather awful cake was the cake itself. It had unfortunately been made with salt instead of sugar. They all 226gagged through it. No one could bear the thought of upsetting Nan by saying anything – until, that is, Molly exploded.

         ‘Why does this cake taste so hor–?’

         ‘MOLLY!’ both of her parents exclaimed together, before the whole table erupted into laughter, the tension broken.

         Everyone pretty much got on with it from then. Nan had been in on Grandad’s plan all along. She was packing up her bags, planning to split her days between the Rookery and Carrig Cottage. Seal or not, she refused to be parted from him. She tutted as she packed, coming up with elaborate plans on how to hide Grandad’s absence. She had read a lot of thrillers in recent years and was a bit worried that the guards would think she had killed Grandad for the insurance money. She had snapped at Rob and told him to stop being a smart Aleck when he pointed out that they didn’t have one of those insurance plans.

         Lana was to visit Grandad as much as she could. She was nervous the first time going back to see him.

         ‘I’m a bit nervous about seeing him too,’ Lana’s mum confided as she suited up. She had invested in new scuba gear and a snazzy new wetsuit, as she planned on making a lot of trips. ‘I feel like I should have been the one to sort this out, not my poor old dad.’

         They needn’t have worried. Grandad was being feted as an absolute hero. The entire Rookery took turns checking in on him and leaving him fish offerings. They would never forget the 227human man who gave up a year of his life to be a seal for his granddaughter. His story would live on forever.

         Oonagh had him set up in a cosy cavern in the Rookery, and he came and went as he pleased. It was hard to know how much he understood in seal form, but he seemed to recognise Lana and her mum.

         The deal he had made with the faerie folk was all set out in the letter he had given Oonagh. It had been brokered by a very unwilling McGuigan, who, despite his protestations, was actually rather fond of Grandad.

         
            Rowan Sean Murphy,

            Second of his name, friend of the Good Folk, Legacy coat wearer, grandfather, husband, brilliant sandwich maker. We graciously receive your full name and request for aid.

            The conditions you propose have been accepted, subject to the following conditions:

            Your lands will be cleared of iron and made hospitable to all fae folk. This includes, but is not limited to, the giant bath in the garden.

            Offerings will be made regularly of cream and butter, for as long as you or your kin should reside there. The farm up the road has quality dairy produce.

            A ring of hawthorn is to be planted on the boundary of your land, and protected henceforth from destruction, on pain of cursing.228

            Second to last, there will come a time when the Good Folk will call on you or one of your direct line for a favour …

            Should these terms be acceptable to you, then a direct trade can be made, with your coat sealed in place of the child’s. You shall remain in seal form for a year and a day, subject to the laws of the Rookery.

            Sincerely yours,

            The cute wan,

            Head of mortal relations of the Sídhe of West Clare

         

         Life continued as normal for Lana and her family – well, as normal as could be expected if you were a nearly teenage girl whose great granny had been a seal woman, and who had a faerie cat living with you, and who had to start secondary school in September!

         Lana and her mum went down the coast most weekends. It became precious time for them both, a chance to really learn to understand each other, even if Lana was in seal form for the majority of it and her mum, funnily enough, didn’t speak seal.

         Lizzie was becoming a very proficient diver, though. She was half-thinking about quitting her job and becoming a diving instructor, and was working hard on getting her advanced licence. The main scupper to this was that she couldn’t publicly log the hours she spent underwater whilst partying with a supposedly mythical, secret civilisation.229

         Eoin was a more reluctant passenger in this new magical world; he would rather eat cat litter than join them on these trips. He was still struggling with the whole sister-shape-shifter thing and preferred to busy himself with science projects and deciding which boring old subject to take in school. Things had settled down between him and Lana, their little squabbles forgotten. It all seemed so silly and insignificant now.

         There was no denying that the magical-coat fiasco had changed things between them. Eoin, a worrier by nature, found that he no longer worried about his closest sister. She had an air of confidence about her now. She stood firmly on her own two feet – or flippers, depending on the location. And magic or not, he loved her dearly and was immensely proud of her.

         McGuigan, much to his dismay and even more so to Eoin’s, was redeployed to Lana’s home under orders from his boss. Given Lana’s young age and the recent trouble she had caused, the Court wanted a close eye kept on her.

         Molly was surprisingly nonchalant about the whole thing; small children really are remarkably resilient. Besides, she was too busy counting down the days until her most recent ban at the local library was lifted and was spending an alarming amount of time plotting a devious revenge on poor Miss O’Neill. If anyone were to check the search bar on the old, battered family laptop, they would be alarmed to find nuggets of terror, such as, ‘What is a safe amount of poison to make old ladies poop and vomit but not 230die?’ or, ‘What is the worst thing you can do in a library and not be sent to juvie?’ In the end, she settled on a toy bird that chirps at irregular intervals. After inserting extra-long-life batteries, she ninja-ed it into the Reference section, and hid it in the depths of the shelves. That was sure to drive the old librarian batty.

         Cora was a pleasant constant in an otherwise rapidly changing carousel of life. Lana treasured the friendship they had forged, initially fuelled by a secret and then deepened with a mutual sense of belonging, each finding the other great fun to be around. Cora served as an easy bridge between selkie life and human life.

         Grandad came home the following summer, quieter now and with an expensive sushi habit. Lana often found him standing on the pier, back stooped, gazing out at the ocean, with a haunted look on his face. He didn’t say much about his year as a seal – perhaps it was impossible to put the experience into words. He did say though that his old bones were finding it hard out of the buoyancy of the water.

         As for Morwyn, the Rookery Council had meted out the harshest punishment it had. They had taken her coat. The last Lana had heard, Morwyn lived in a small cottage up the coast, never far from the sea.

         Lana had seen her once, selling fancy seaweed lotions at an artisanal stall at a village market. Neither of them had said anything, only nodded. A grudging, unspoken understanding sat between them.231

         And so, at the end of the following summer, Lana stood in the very spot where her story had begun. An important gathering was underway, on the secret, pebbly beach just down from Carrig Cottage.

         Not for her birthday. Lana had celebrated that the previous month. She had gone off escape rooms since the Rites, opting instead for pizza and a movie at home with Cora and some of her new friends from school.

         This was something else altogether.

         She shook her head as she tried to reconcile the changes in herself. Her hair fell around her in loose waves, styled by Cora and accessorised with little seashell clips collected and made by a proud Ondine. Her feet were bare as she dug her toes firmly into the sand. She smoothed her hands over her plain linen dress; the crisp white fabric looked brilliant under the dipping sun, making her nearly glow. She wore no coat today, as she had no need for it. It hung in her room at Carrig Cottage, ready for her next adventure.

         Lana looked around and felt something close to pride. She had done something no one had done before; she had brought two worlds together.

         Humans and selkies mingled, chatting easily over the long tables of food that had been set up precariously on the sand.

         There was Cora, showing an amazed Gwen her new phone and how it connected to a portable speaker.232

         Eoin was there too, tripping over his tongue and blushing from ear to ear as he tried to talk to an amused Jenna – who looked super cute in a borrowed summer dress of Lana’s.

         Even McGuigan was there, supposedly to oversee proceedings. Lana thought it was really to keep an eye on Molly. He seemed to enjoy her antics – not that he would ever admit it. They were currently tormenting poor Kate, who, after years of loyal service, had been officially deemed a friend of the Good Folk.

         Mum and Dad stood watching in calm silence. Their hands were clasped together tightly, as though to keep each other from evaporating.

         Oonagh had thought that sunset would be a fitting time for it.

         And even though Lana understood why this was happening, she couldn’t escape the bittersweet ache in her chest.

         The sun was fanning out on its descent, setting fire to the sky, when Uncle Rob brought out the chest. It put on a spectacular display, throwing golden cobweb patterns onto the water, as if it somehow knew that it was about to witness something infinitesimally rare. This had never happened before, and may never happen again.

         A reverent silence fell over the crowd, and they all fell in behind Uncle Rob and made the short walk, like mourners at a funeral, to the pier.

         Grandad was already there, hands clasped behind his back, coat flapping, facing the ocean.233

         Nan moved to join him, slipping her hand into his.

         Oonagh opened the chest, lifting first the ritual crios, and then gently, reverently, a familiar coat.

         Morwyn’s coat.

         The hush deepened, and all Lana heard was the gentle lapping of the ocean as Oonagh’s voice rang out clear and true.

         ‘Today, our clan seeks to right an awful wrong. We offer our greatest treasure, this coat, as reparation.’

         A soft sigh sang through the crowd as Nan slipped her arms into the coat.

         ‘Where will we go first?’

         ‘I don’t care, my love,’ Grandad answered. ‘So long as I’m with you.’

         Oonagh bound them together, hand in hand. Tying the final knot, she stepped back. A ball of light sparked where their hands met, building and growing until it was too brilliant to look at. It swallowed her grandparents in a dazzling explosion.

         Lana felt her mum’s arm wrap around her shoulder. And Eoin’s hand slipped into hers, squeezing it gently as he whispered, ‘It’s not for forever, you know …’

         Lana smiled at her brother. She wasn’t so sure. But even if it was for forever, it was okay.

         Together they watched the two seals that were their grand-parents slip into the cool embrace of the waiting ocean.

         Escaping, for now, from weary limbs and the grip of time.234

         They dipped their silky heads and nodded to their family.

         And Lana heard their voices, soft as a whisper on the wind, as they drifted away with the tide.

         ‘Go home.’

         ‘Take care of each other.’

         ‘We love you.’ 235
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