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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.
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