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            ‘The Doomsday Club is an action-packed mystery thriller catapulting the mundane lives of four sixth-class schoolboys into a terrifying world of heart-pounding suspense and mythical monsters, all right on their Dublin doorstep. Kevin Moran has masterfully weaved banter, bravery and wit into a class-act adventure of ferocious foes, mythical mysteries and unlikely friendships. A gold-star-sticker of a story!’ – Eve McDonnell

            
                

            

            ‘[Kevin Moran] is a brilliant writer; a natural storyteller who knows exactly how to add suspense and adventure.’ – Niamh Garvey2
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            Chapter 1

            Firestarter

         

         Jack

         ‘I only lit a small fire.’

         As he said the words, Jack winced. In the school’s long history of terrible excuses, it was surely in the top five. Conan, Yash and Jerry – his fellow inmates at lunchtime detention, sitting with him in a circle of chairs in their empty classroom – glared at him. He tried again.

         ‘Look, how was I supposed to know a few balled-up pieces of paper in the toilet bin would cause that much smoke?’

         Yash rubbed his split lip and rolled his eyes. ‘You didn’t know fire causes smoke?’

         A sudden rage bubbled beneath Jack’s skin and a hundred nasty comments fought to be first from his mouth. But the look on Yash’s face – part smug, part disgusted – left Jack speechless 10with fury and he clamped his mouth shut. Besides, Jack was in enough trouble. The fire was one thing, but the punches thrown as they all scrambled to escape the smoke-filled toilet were worse. Even if some of them were accidental.

         ‘A fire, Jack,’ said Conan, pressing an ice pack to the back of his head. His doe eyes were wide with shock. ‘Even for you, that’s bad.’

         ‘Relax,’ said Jack, dabbing at blood on his lip. ‘No one died.’

         ‘I could ask the caretaker if I can build a fire escape beside the urinals,’ murmured Jerry. His broad shoulders were hunched over as he focused on a watch he had balanced on his knee, taking it apart with a tiny screwdriver. ‘In case it happens again.’

         Yash stared at him like he was unwell. ‘Or Jack could stop lighting fires.’

         Jerry shrugged and pulled open the watch face. ‘Or that.’

         Jack huffed and slid from his seat. A vast grey sky was framed by windows that stretched to the classroom’s ceiling. He rested his chin on the windowsill, watching as rain pelted the brittle panes, a thousand tiny fingers hammering to be let in. A stone’s throw from the classroom window, across a pathway of rain-slicked cobbles, a row of red-brick Georgian houses were nestled together, shielded by a high stone wall and the claw-like branches of bare trees. In the wall, a Gothic stone arch led to a tiny, now-waterlogged park. It was a quiet spot in the middle of a bustling city, like their school existed in its own little time warp.11

         
             

         

         Behind him, Conan and Yash began to panic and tried to place blame. This was all new to them, he supposed: the sweaty palms, the knots in your stomach as you waited for your teacher to storm in and bite your head off. For Jack, the drama was all a bit much. The barely-a-fire he’d lit was just a distraction. A very, very good distraction. Not that he could admit that now. He was about to whip around and tell them to shut it when a flash of movement caught his eye.

         A tall, gangly figure made its way across the cobbles outside the classroom window: Mr Kilroe was less a man and more like a gnarled tree draped in a dark suit. Wrinkles like crevices ran across his face and square black sunglasses concealed his eyes. Grey wisps of hair billowed across his head like rolling fog.

         ‘Jack, I think you should sit down,’ came Conan’s trembling voice. ‘We need to get our story straight.’

         Jack kept his eyes on the old man. ‘You were caught fighting in the bathroom, Conan, not burying a body in the woods.’

         Mr Kilroe had lived across from the school for as long as Jack could remember. He’d never seen him speak to anyone or crack a smile. He watched now as the old man stopped in front of the stone archway. He rested on his cane, as oblivious to the rain as a corpse is to the sun. His thin lips moved quickly, as though he was speaking into the empty space inside the archway, and Jack wondered if he should call someone to help – Mr Kilroe had clearly lost his mind. Then the old man lifted his right arm, fist 12clenched, and traced the line of the archway. His long, wrinkled neck craned back and he gazed up at the arch as if waiting for something. Suddenly, Mr Kilroe gave a roar of pain and unclenched his fist. Jack glimpsed what seemed to be tiny shards of yellow stone fall from the old man’s hand and a trail of blood from where they had pierced his skin.

         ‘Jack, please sit down,’ said Conan again. ‘Ms Murphy and Mrs Lynch are just in the corridor …’

         But before Jack could turn, a gash of lightning lit up the grey October sky and Ms Murphy’s reflection appeared in the window.

         She stood in the doorway, arms folded across a black tracksuit top and lips pursed. She meant business.

         ‘Nice entrance, Miss,’ said Jack, turning from the window.

         Ms Murphy frowned. ‘I didn’t plan the lightning, Jack.’ She crossed to her desk and jabbed a finger at where the other boys sat in a circle. ‘Sit.’

         Jack threw his head back and groaned before slouching in a chair next to his fellow inmates in their bottle-green uniforms. Conan shuffled nervously on his chair, his legs bobbing up and down as he chewed on a thumbnail, saliva glinting off his braces. He stared at Jack with dopey eyes from behind a shock of wild, blond hair, as though pleading with him to tell the truth, as if he could send the message telepathically.

         Which, knowing Conan, he probably thought was possible.

         Ms Murphy leaned against her desk and shook her head. ‘I 13don’t even know where to begin with the four of you.’

         ‘We all know who started it, Miss,’ said Yash, rolling his split lip between his fingers. Jack’s rage boiled up at the sound of that voice. ‘I’m not sure why we have to waste our lunch break just because Jack is a perennial screw-up.’

         There it was. Jack shot to his feet and the chair skittered back. Jerry reached out a shovel-like hand and planted him down again.

         ‘Don’t make it worse,’ said Jerry. Although he was big enough to pass as a teacher, his voice came out as soft as silk.

         ‘Jack, that’s enough,’ intoned Ms Murphy, raising her hand. ‘And need I remind you that the fire isn’t the only reason you’re all in here?’

         She blew a strand of blonde hair from her eyes and glared at each of them in turn, Jerry with his slowly swelling eye, Conan with an ice pack to his head and Jack and Yash with their split lips.

         ‘Now I’ve no way of knowing exactly who decided to start the world’s worst barbecue in the school toilets,’ continued Ms Murphy, and her eyes lingered on Jack, much to his offence. (He’d done it, of course, but still.) ‘Nor do I know why Jericho, who’s only ever been in trouble for leaving school to rescue a bird, has got a panda eye. Or why four boys who never so much as glance at one another in class were thrashing around on the ground like a bunch of wild dogs. So let me ask you: have you got anything to say?’

         Her words echoed around the classroom. 14

         It was Conan who broke the silence.

         ‘“Like a bunch of wild dogs”,’ he said, with a nervous machine-gun giggle. ‘You love a good metaphor, Miss.’

         ‘Actually,’ said Yash in his annoyingly prim teacher voice, ‘that last one was a simile.’

         Jack let out an exaggerated groan. ‘Oh my God, if you don’t shut up, I’ll set myself on fire.’

         Conan’s face lit up with that same goofy smile Jack had known all his life. It occurred to him that Conan thought Jack was defending him. He could smile back, of course. Even a slight grin would be a bit of a peace offering. The edges of his lips even began to twitch. But in the end, he went with an always-reliable eyeroll.

         Besides, he’d lit the fire for Conan. What more could he do for him in one day? The whole point of the fire had been to get people out of the toilets. But in the scramble to escape, elbows hit jaws, shirts were pulled, legs were buckled. By that point, it didn’t really matter who’d started the actual fight. Jack bit his split lip and winced. One of the few good deeds he’d ever done and he couldn’t tell anyone. Still, it had worked. Everyone was fine. Well, apart from the odd bruise or cut.

         ‘Are we going to be expelled, Miss?’ asked Jerry in the mildly curious tone of someone asking what time dinner would be. He didn’t even look up from where he was resealing the back of the watch with his miniature screwdriver.

         Ms Murphy exhaled and glanced at the clock. ‘That’s not my 15call, Jericho. But I wish I could make you understand that this is not how friends are supposed to act.’

         Jack clicked his tongue. ‘We’re not friends, though, are we?’

         He ignored Conan’s hurt-puppy look. It was true. They didn’t speak to each other in class or outside school. As far as Jack was concerned, Yash was a nerdy rich boy, Jerry was a large suitcase with nothing in it, and he’d been trying to shake Conan off for years.

         They were classmates, stuck together because of two things: age and geography.

         Pellets of rain continued to batter the windows, hard as hail. Jack doubted the panes would last long against the storm brewing outside. He’d broken those windows twice. Once with a football (accidental) and once with a rock (intentional). The Perp – or Our Lady of Perpetual Suffering, to give the school its full name – had been old back when Jack’s granddad was a pupil. Now, it was ancient. He’d heard Yash say it had been built in the 1800s, because of course Yash liked to say that sort of thing. Paint peeled off the walls, exposed pipes clattered and choked when the heat came on and, in one extreme case, a mushroom had grown through the floorboards beside a sink. So Jack put his hope in a gust of wind toppling the whole thing down: no school, no detention.

         ‘Look,’ said Ms Murphy. ‘No one expects you boys to be the best of pals. But being classmates is like … being on a team. You 16look out for each other no matter what, even if you don’t always see eye to eye.’

         She rounded her paper-strewn desk and pulled open the top drawer, fishing out a little gold disc attached to a red ribbon.

         ‘See this? It’s my All-Ireland schools football medal from when I was your age. I had some great friends on that team. And some girls I wanted to avoid entirely. Some were arrogant, some were vain, some were just plain boring.’

         ‘Great lesson, Miss,’ said Jack, attempting a smile.

         She glowered. There was a line, he understood. On one side of it, she found him funny. On the other, he drove her nuts. But he could never quite be sure where that line was.

         Being his sports coach as well as his teacher gave her an extra air of authority. Jack also thought it meant she understood him a little better than most.

         ‘But none of that mattered,’ she continued. ‘We worked together and looked out for one another. We made each other better.’

         She passed the medal to Conan, who cradled it like an ancient artefact and looked genuinely inspired by the whole spiel. As the medal was passed around, Jack took another glance through the window. His spine straightened. Mr Kilroe was still there, lashed with rain and staring directly at him through his black sunglasses. Had the old man died on his feet? But no, Jack could see a sickly white hand clenching the cane for support. He imagined that hand feeling like ice.17

         Something cold was pressed into Jack’s palm. He jolted.

         ‘Relax,’ said Jerry.

         Jack reddened and looked down to see Ms Murphy’s medal. Embossed onto it was an image of two girls reaching for a ball in mid-air.

         And then he spotted the date on the medal.

         ‘Miss!’ said Jack, trying to claw back some confidence the only way he knew how. ‘This is from, like, ten years before we were born! I never knew you were that old.’

         Conan almost leapt from his chair. ‘You can’t call a teacher old!’

         ‘You can’t call a woman old,’ added Jerry.

         ‘You shouldn’t call anyone old!’ groaned Ms Murphy, with an exasperated shake of her head. ‘And I’m thirty-three, for God’s sake.’

         Jack allowed himself a smile, only because he knew he’d stayed on the right side of the line and that, deep down, Ms Murphy appreciated the joke. He handed the medal back to her and chanced a glance through the window once more. Mr Kilroe stood in the same spot, silent and staring and buffeted by the wind. Ms Murphy followed Jack’s gaze. When she saw the old man, she smiled weakly and waved.

         ‘What’s wrong with him?’ said Jack, unnerved by Mr Kilroe’s stare.

         Ms Murphy inhaled sharply and paused, as if trying to think of the right way to respond. ‘Nothing’s wrong with him, Jack. 18He’s just … old.’ Then, seeing the look on his face, she added, ‘Actually old, not born-in-the-nineteen-nineties old.’

         Conan’s eyes stretched wide. ‘I heard he killed someone.’

         Yash tutted. ‘There’s no evidence of that.’

         ‘He’ll be after us next,’ continued Conan in a scared whisper. ‘That’s if my parents don’t kill me when they hear about this.’

         ‘Conan, I don’t have the patience to listen to one of your doomsday scenarios today,’ said Ms Murphy with a sigh. ‘It’s detention, not the end of the world.’ She planted her hands on her knees and stood up dramatically. ‘There’s ten minutes of lunchtime left, so I’m off to finish a presumably very cold bowl of soup. You boys can sit here and think about what you’ve done.’ She crossed to the door and swung it open with force. ‘And if at all possible, find a way to be in the same room together without killing each other.’

         As her runners squeaked away down the corridor, Jack looked once more out the window. Sheets of rain swept sideways across the cobbles. As he squinted, trying to make out the old man’s shape, a blinding fork of light hit the cobbles and scorched the spot where he’d stood. A chair rattled, Conan’s probably. But Jack kept watching a moment more to confirm it: the old man was gone.
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            Chapter 2

            The Monster in the Archway

         

         Conan

         Conan bit his lip and eyed them all in turn, tapping his foot nervously on the floor. He’d spent the last few years of primary school aching to be seen. Now, he wished he could vanish from the face of the earth.

         ‘We’re dead,’ he groaned. ‘My ma’s genuinely going to kill me. Then my da will dig up my body and kill me all over again.’

         ‘Stop being so dramatic,’ said Yash, cutting across him. ‘Look, we need an excuse. Anything. I’m not losing my place in St Lorcan’s over this.’

         Jack tore his eyes away from the window and glowered. ‘I’m sure the blazer has been tailored already.’

         Yash closed his eyes and breathed deeply. He seemed to be resisting the urge to answer back.20

         ‘Would it be the worst thing if those toilets burned down?’ asked Jack. ‘At least the smoke covered up the stink of pee.’

         Only he didn’t say ‘pee’, another reason Conan’s mother had labelled him Bad News.

         ‘Anyway,’ Jack continued. ‘How about we start with why Conan rammed into me and knocked me out the door?’

         ‘I was trying to escape from the fire you started!’ said Conan.

         ‘It was a bit of paper in a bin. Why is everyone making such a big deal out of it?’

         Conan huffed and drifted out of his chair towards the window. He was aiming for a sort of angry, aggressive swagger but really he was just trying to hide the tears that had begun to sting his eyes.

         Behind him, Jack continued to fume silently, Yash sniping away at him, and Jerry had taken his watch apart for the third time that day. All Conan knew was that he’d scrambled to escape the toilets as soon as he saw the smoke, because if he’d learned anything from those terrifying adverts on television, it was that it’s the smoke that gets you in the end. Then he’d barged his way through the door, demonstrating the kind of powerful rugby tackle that he’d never managed in PE. It was all a bit of a blur after that.

         So he tuned them out. They’d argue amongst themselves and, even if he did have something to add, they wouldn’t listen. He traced the raindrops on the window and jumped at every bolt of lightning that lit up the dark October sky. Another flash. Conan 21leapt and tapped the windowsill, reminding himself that he had both feet on the ground and was safely sheltered indoors.

         And then, squinting through the lashing rain and wind, he saw a smaller flash. A circular gleaming, like a ray of sun bouncing off a headlight.

         He pressed his nose to the cold glass, the sound of his three classmates drowned out by his whirring thoughts. The gleam was coming from the stone archway that led to the small public park across the cobbles from the school. He’d long ago christened it ‘Shiver Arch’, due to the feeling he got any time he passed under it. It wasn’t just him; people avoided walking home through it. Jamie Duggan even claimed he’d kicked a football through it after school one day and never found it again. Though he’d also lost his left shoe when they were seven so that was something to be taken with a pinch of salt.

         Now a spiral of light stirred and swirled, like someone had poured light into a vortex of water. Then a ripple of colour entered the vortex, and the wind roared all the louder.

         ‘Ummm … guys?’ he said. ‘You need to look at this.’

         The lads paid no notice to him. He continued to stare, transfixed, at the swirling glimmer of light and colour in the stone archway. A sudden blast of black erupted within it. It was the opposite of a flash: a spark of lightning in negative.

         Fingers sprouted from it. Conan blinked – that couldn’t be. But there they were, reaching from the eddies of light. He began to 22count them, his bottom lip trembling. One, two, three, four, five …

         Good, he thought. A normal amount of fingers, at least. 

         ‘Guys, seriously. You need to see this.’

         The five fingers of darkness stretched out from within the light-filled archway, into the rain, into the real world. Each finger twitched as if feeling the rain, and as they did, sprouted black fur and claw-like nails. Whatever was crawling out was transforming as it did so. Conan could feel his pulse throbbing against the windowsill. Fog spread across the glass as his breath became rapid.

         Something sharp pierced the light, bone-like and enormous. As it cut further out into the rain, Conan realised it was a pair of the largest antlers he’d ever seen. Now two clawed hands gripped the archway and the creature thrust itself out into the rain.

         Conan swallowed hard. The creature stood taller than the archway, a silhouette of darkness against the spiral of light behind it. Wild, black fur covered its huge, bear-like body. Two red eyes glowed from a fur-covered face that pointed into a long, sharp beak. But it wasn’t its size or its demonic eyes that made him tremble. It was those absurd, jagged antlers that sprouted from its head.

         And it looked directly at him.

         Conan spun around. ‘For the love of God, guys. Look out the window!’

         The other boys stopped mid-argument. Then they rushed to him, elbowing him out of the way to stare through the rain-streaked panes. Conan watched as their expressions changed. 23Jack’s angry glower, Yash’s superior glare and Jerry’s bemused smile, all the masks they wore washed away, and they were just four twelve-year old boys, open-mouthed and wide-eyed, who’d seen a monster outside their school.

         ‘I … I don’t …’ began Yash, his words dripping from his mouth onto the floor.

         Through the window, they could see the beast standing there, its huge head swinging around as it took in its surroundings. Another flash of lightning lit the sky, but the beast remained as black as ever, its antlers fierce and wide.

         Click.

         Conan jumped at the sound of the window opening. Jack stood there, steely-eyed, his hand gripped hard to the handle.

         ‘What are you doing?’ whispered Yash.

         ‘What do you think?’ said Jack, hoisting himself onto the windowsill. ‘I’m going to check it out.’

         And just like that, he slipped through the window, his slim, taut frame easily squeezing through. Down he plopped into the cobbled laneway outside. His flame-red hair bounced as he landed, a little flickering beacon to the seven-foot-tall monster standing only a few feet away. Conan tried to gulp but his mouth was too dry.

         ‘Jack!’ said Yash, his tone angry and pleading.

         But Jack waved a dismissive hand as if to say, ‘chill out and leave me alone’. With a sucking sound, the light from the portal spun 24into a smaller spiral like water going down a drain until there was no trace of it left. The creature didn’t seem to notice. It swayed on the spot, its bright red eyes staring the way Jack sometimes did during maths class. Then it snapped to life with a jolt of its dangling limbs. It had spotted the house right next to the archway: Mr Kilroe’s Georgian redbrick with the high stone wall. It was the type of house that had been impressive decades ago. A wooden door with peeling green paint was embedded in the wall, hiding the garden beyond from view. The monster lurched towards it as if following a call, his long arms swinging by his side.

         Conan tugged at Yash’s sleeve. ‘He’s going to Mr Kilroe’s house. He’ll be killed.’

         ‘Who?’ asked Yash. ‘Mr Kilroe or the monster?’

         In all honesty, Conan wasn’t sure. He’d rather spend a night in a graveyard than spend two minutes with Mr Kilroe.

         Rain lashed into the room as the window opened again. Jerry hoisted his giant frame up and clambered through it. Outside, the monster lumbered towards the green wooden door to Mr Kilroe’s garden. The two boys tiptoed behind him.

         Conan and Yash looked at each other with wide eyes.

         ‘We could always hide behind Jerry,’ said Yash. That seemed to make up his mind, and he lifted himself effortlessly to the windowsill and flung his legs out into the rain.

         Conan looked around at the near-empty classroom. He dry-gulped again. Could he really stay here while three of his 25classmates followed an interdimensional monster into their next-door neighbour’s garden? How often would a chance like that arise? Not that often, he supposed.

         Worse: could he explain to Ms Murphy why the other three were lying on the cobbles outside, torn to shreds?

         By the time he scrambled onto the windowsill, the monster was at the wooden door and appeared to be caressing it with one black, fur-covered hand. Conan threw one leg out the window, wincing as the pelting rain immediately drenched it. He glanced at the short drop to the cobbles below, wondering how to angle himself to get the other leg out.

         ‘Wait for me!’ he called.

         At this, the monster froze, and the boys froze too. Jack, at the front of the pack, turned to Conan with fire in his eyes, his teeth gritted. Conan went red, unsure whether to heave his other leg out now. The monster stood tall, its great hulking back to them. Had it heard him?

         Yash seemed to have a change of heart. He spun around and scuttled back to the window.

         ‘Let me back in!’ he whispered, panic in his voice.

         ‘Hold on,’ mouthed Conan. He twisted himself but managed to get his other foot stuck between the radiator and the wall.

         ‘Just go back in!’ urged Yash, his eyes wide.

         Conan tugged. Nothing. His heart began to pound. ‘I … I think I’m stuck.’26

         All four boys turned to the monster, which had stepped back from the garden door and seemed to be considering leaping over the high stone wall. Every muscle in Conan’s body tensed. Then the monster charged forward, ramming through the door into the garden beyond. The green door swung wildly on its hinges, giving a glimpse of overgrown weeds inside and the winding path up to the house. Then it slammed shut and the monster vanished from sight.

         There was silence for a moment: a ringing, pounding silence. And then Conan jerked at the sudden shriek of the school bell. Lunchtime was over. The class was on its way back from the hall. The interdimensional monster was gone. And he was stuck in the window.

         ‘We need to get back inside,’ said Yash.

         ‘Hold on!’ called Jack over the sound of the wind. He stepped towards the garden door and pushed on it.

         ‘What are you doing?!’ yelled Conan from the window.

         ‘I need to find out what that thing is!’ shouted Jack over the wind, hefting his weight against the door, trying to get it to budge.

         ‘Just leave it!’ called Jerry.

         ‘No!’ roared Jack. ‘If we’re caught, we’ll need an excuse, and a giant monster with antlers is the best excuse I’ve ever had!’

         Conan heard the rabble of voices in the corridor and began to tug his leg once more. Jack shouldered the wooden gate. On his third try, it swung open. He stuttered to a halt and froze stupidly 27mid-charge, one shoulder pointing forward like he was about to start a hoe-down. There, in the doorway, stood the imposing form of Mr Kilroe. He stared down at Jack, his thin lips curled in disgust.

         ‘Some reason you’re banging on this door, child?’

         Even over the wind and rain, Conan could hear the disdain in the way Mr Kilroe said ‘child.’

         ‘I …’ began Jack. He wasn’t usually lost for words, but the old man’s sudden appearance and the complete absence of antler-headed monsters seemed to have winded him.

         Jerry spun on his heel, marched back to Conan and thrust his wide palms into him. Conan’s shoe came unstuck and he tumbled back into the classroom. He rolled onto his back in time to see Yash scramble through the window and fall on top of him.

         A puff of breath escaped him. By the time he’d pushed Yash off and got to his feet, Jerry was through. All three of them peered through the rain-streaked window. Jack still stood under the shadow of Mr Kilroe, muttering something. How would he even begin to explain what they’d seen go through that door? And how could the old man have missed it?

         Mr Kilroe bent low to him. His voice was deep and booming, carrying across the cobbles. ‘No one goes into my garden, or my house, but me. Do you understand, child? Or will I have to explain that to your principal?’

         Jack’s fists clenched at his sides. Conan knew that pose, the pot about to blow its red-haired lid.28

         Come back, he willed. Turn around and come back. 

         Mercifully, Jack turned with a scowl, stomped back towards the school and clambered through the window. Conan caught a last glimpse of Mr Kilroe’s stern glare as the wooden door shut and couldn’t help but feel the old man was committing their faces to memory. As the thunder of feet in the corridor grew louder, the four boys scurried to their seats. For a brief moment, they stared at each other, wondering where to begin.

         Yash looked at the floor and shook his head. ‘What just happened?’

         The classroom door opened and twenty-odd boys in wet jackets spilled in, followed by Ms Murphy, who was cradling a fresh cup of coffee.

         ‘Well,’ she began. ‘Did you boys sort it …?’

         She trailed off at the sight of the four of them, sitting in a circle, soaked to the skin. All except Conan, who was bone dry except for one sopping-wet leg.

         Ms Murphy pinched the bridge of her nose. ‘Do I even want to know?’

         The boys eyed each other, wondering who would speak first.

         ‘Depends, Miss,’ Conan whimpered.

         ‘On what?’ Ms Murphy asked.

         ‘On how strong that coffee is.’
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            Chapter 3

            Howdy, Neighbour

         

         Conan

         ‘You’re not eating.’

         Conan felt his ma’s eyes scanning him for defects as he prodded a gravy-slathered chicken leg with his fork and slid it around the plate.

         ‘Frank, he’s not eating,’ she repeated to Conan’s da.

         Conan’s da look up from his plate, cheeks bulging with food. ‘Eechurdinnerconan.’

         Conan nodded and lifted the chicken leg to his mouth, his ma watching him with the same expectant stare she wore when the lotto numbers were being called. He bit. He chewed. He swallowed.

         She sighed.

         Food tasted funny in this new world he’d found himself since approximately five minutes to one that afternoon. A monster, 30an actual monster, had crawled out of a portal right outside his classroom window and now he was supposed to just enjoy a normal Thursday evening. What did you learn at school today, Conan? Oh, just that life as we know it is a lie and there are forces out there beyond our comprehension. 

         Worst of all, he didn’t have a single person to discuss it with. He was itching to get back to detention the next day (only the second detention of his life) just to be able to speak about it with Jack, Yash and Jerry. If they were his friends, he’d have their phone numbers. But friends had never been Conan’s strong suit and his contact list didn’t stretch much further than his parents and a cousin in Sligo who was really into farm machinery.

         Holding the knowledge of an otherworldly monster inside was like holding a really long breath. The little two-up, two-down house he shared with his parents normally felt like a refuge, a place to get cosy and play video games, read comics and generally pretend the outside world didn’t exist. Now, the drab brown curtains and sticky lino floor were closing in on him. Had his home always been so small? And so hot? He ran a finger around his collar to loosen it as heat rose like flames up his neck and into his cheeks.

         ‘What’s wrong with you?’ said his ma, dropping her knife and fork. Then she leaned over and whispered, ‘Are you constipated?’

         Conan huffed a breath. ‘I wish.’

         Splurt.31

         A chunk of carrot shot from his da’s mouth. Conan reddened even more.

         ‘I mean … no. I’m not.’

         His mother’s hand trembled theatrically at her mouth. ‘Something’s up with you. I’m keeping you home from school tomorrow.’

         ‘No!’ blurted Conan.

         His da froze, the coughed-up chunk of carrot held between his fingers. Both parents exchanged a look.

         Conan stood, flustered. ‘I just … I’m fine. I just need a good think.’

         Plates were scraped and cleared as Conan and his parents loaded the dishwasher in heavy silence. As soon as the task was done, Conan spun on his stockinged feet and raced upstairs to his bedroom, shutting the door behind him. He opened Google on his phone with speed and began to type: Bear-like monster but with huge antlers and a beak.

         Judging by the results, Google was as confused as he was. Conan tossed the phone onto his bed and crossed to his bookcase. As if pulled by his right-hand index finger, he tapped the spines and plucked three books from the shelves.

         Farrelly’s Field Guide to Irish Faerie Folk.

         Magical Beasts of Ireland and Beyond.

         Monstrous Myths. 

         Surely one of them could help? Conan ran back downstairs to 32the living room, which was probably smaller than the bathrooms in Yash’s house. His da was already asleep in an armchair, a football match buzzing on the TV. From the kitchen, he could hear his ma speaking in breathless, hushed tones on the phone. Conan rested against the back of the couch and, with a deep breath, let himself turn upside-down onto the cushions. Feet in the air and bum against the back of the couch in what he considered was his ‘thinking position’. It let his racing thoughts tumble through him and pool in the front of his mind.

         Fact number one: the archway to the little park across from his classroom was a portal to another world. Or another time?

         Fact number two: a monster had come out of it. It had not, to his knowledge, gone back in.

         Fact number three: Mr Kilroe had apparently not seen it or been injured by it. Or had the monster peeled off the old man’s skin and was now wearing it like a bad Halloween costume?

         Conan crumpled that last thought up and tossed it away before picking up Farrelly’s Field Guide. His fingers whipped the pages, scanning like a robot. If anyone could find it, he could. He just had to do it before bedtime.

         Forty-seven minutes and two and a half books later, an antler caught his eye. It was black-haired elk with glowing yellow eyes. Beside it, a black-furred bear with those same, fierce eyes. An eagle of some sort flew above them, its feathers black.

         Drumming started in his chest and Conan sat upright. Words 33leapt out from the page; words like ‘shape-shifter’ and ‘myth’. These were all different forms of the same creature. A vision swam to the front of his mind: claws, black fur, but bright red eyes. What they’d seen had to be another form.

         This had to be it.

         With a jolt of energy, he swung his legs around, rolled off the couch and crashed into the coffee table. From the frayed leather armchair, his da jerked awake mid-snore. He peered at Conan with one eye, looked briefly confused, then closed it and settled himself back into a comfortable position.

         ‘Conan Reilly, why are you rolling around on my floor?’

         His mother stood in the living room doorway, magazine in hand.

         ‘Sorry, Ma,’ he said, pushing himself to his feet. ‘I lost my balance.’

         ‘You’ll lose more than your balance if you break that coffee table. It’s an antique.’

         He would have asked her if IKEA sold antiques but his mind was spinning with new-found information. Heart racing, he plucked his phone from his pocket and took a quick snap of the page.

         ‘I have to go see Jack,’ he blurted.

         His mother’s eyes narrowed. ‘Jack Toner? At this hour?’

         Conan had expected that reaction. Jack had been his next-door neighbour all his life. He’d spent nearly every day in Jack’s house, 34up until the age of eight, but it had been years now since he’d knocked on that door. There had been no falling-out or anything, no dramatic event that tore their friendship apart. But when Jack’s dad left, things had changed. Jack had never been particularly chill but his temper became shorter than ever. Everything Conan said or did was met with scowls, eyerolls and foul-mouthed insults. After that, they’d just got older. And Jack seemed to have got older in a different way from Conan. His face had grown hard, his interests shadier and his patience for childish things was slipping away.

         Conan had simply grown bigger. Aside from that, twelve didn’t feel much different from eight. Maybe that was the problem.

         ‘Something I was supposed to remind him about for school,’ he lied. ‘He’ll be in trouble if I don’t.’

         She peered down at him. ‘And that would make a change, would it?’

         She had him there. Conan glanced at the clock. 8.45p.m. 

         ‘I’ll be back by nine. I promise.’

         ‘Hmmm …’ She gave a curt little nod, but her frown said I know you’re up to something and I’ll find out what it is. 

         Without giving her a chance to change her mind, Conan rushed to the door, knocking over several pairs of shoes that were piled haphazardly on a shoe rack beside it. A streetlight buzzed overhead, its harsh glow flickering off a scatter of puddles from the day’s storm on the footpath outside. The hum of the city filled the cold air and a slow stream of night-time traffic rolled by.35

         As Conan pressed his finger into the Toners’ doorbell, he realised that the lights were all out. Jack’s mother could be working nights at the hospital again or sleeping off the previous shift. His little sister, Lucy, was probably tucked up in bed. Not Jack, though. At school, he always looked like he’d been staring at his phone screen till well past midnight.

         The light above Conan flickered and buzzed again. From the far end of the street came the sound of guffawing laughter. Jack and two other figures were walking towards him. He shuffled on the spot and began to practise his greeting under his breath.

         ‘Alright, lads?’

         Too forced, he thought.

         ‘’Sup, fellas?’

         God, no. Better saying nothing.

         Before he could decide, Jack approached, flanked by another two boys from their class. Tom was short and squat, with a hard, pinched face. He was the type of boy who made up for his stupidity with anger. Conan’s enduring memory of him was when Tom had climbed on the teacher’s desk at the age of four and face-planted onto the floor, breaking his two front teeth. He hadn’t changed much since.

         Darren was the real problem. Tall and wiry and never without a half-amused expression on his face, he’d joined the school when they were nine. Tom was mean and stupid, but Darren was mean and clever, which was far worse. Jack and Tom had 36fallen into his gravitational pull and, together, they were a force to be reckoned with.

         Jack rolled his eyes when he caught sight of Conan. His two friends sniggered. Conan squirmed under the spotlight of their glare and kept a finger on his phone screen to stop it from going to sleep.

         ‘Hi, gang,’ he blurted. Immediately his face burned. ‘I uh … I found something. Thought you might want to see it, Jack.’

         Jack scowled. His eyes flitted to the two boys at his side.

         ‘Is it a picture of yer ma?’ said Darren, with a leering grin.

         Tom let out a bellowing laugh.

         Conan winced. ‘No. It’s, umm … It’s just for Jack, if you don’t mind.’

         Jack groaned. The two boys threw their heads back and barked with laughter.

         ‘It’s about earlier,’ said Conan, trying to salvage the moment without revealing to the other two what had happened. ‘About what we saw.’

         Darren grinned, his thin lips wide and twisted. ‘I forgot youse two used to be best buds. What’s he talking about, Toner?’

         Jack seemed to have tensed up completely. His face was flushed, his jaw clenched.

         ‘How would I know?’ he said. ‘Probably some stupid game he’s playing on his phone since no one’s pathetic enough to actually talk to him.’37

         Conan took a step back. ‘No, it’s …’ He rubbed his thumb along the screen, his eyes flicking down to the image of the shape-shifting beast and back to Jack. ‘I think I found out what that thing was.’

         Darren and Tom turned to Jack, expectant. Jack looked at them nervously before setting his features in anger again. He stepped towards Conan, so close he could feel the heat of his breath.

         ‘Get this through your thick head,’ he snarled. ‘No one here knows what you’re talking about. And what’s more, no one cares. Keep your stupid games to yourself.’

         Conan wilted. As Jack barrelled past him, Conan’s phone slipped from his grip and landed on the concrete with a sickening crack.

         ‘Guess you won’t be showing me now,’ said Jack with a shrug. His two cronies burst into fits of laughter before saluting goodbye to Jack and continuing down the street. Jack hovered at his front door, rubbing his split lip.

         ‘You could’ve just …’ he began. Then he shook his head, eyebrows creased in righteous anger, and thrust open the door to his house. ‘Forget it.’

         The door slammed shut. Conan slumped to the ground. An ache balled itself in his stomach, heavy and leaden. He gazed down at his phone. The image of the shape-shifting beast stared back at him, split by a long, shattered crack. And then the streetlight flickered out, and Conan was left sitting in the dark and the cold, wondering why he’d bothered.
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            Chapter 4

            Mr Kilroe

         

         Jack

         Jack lifted his head off the desk at the sound of a bellowing snore. At the top of the class, Mr Cosgrove – at roughly one hundred and seven years of age (give or take), he was the Perp’s oldest teacher – seemed to be trying to inhale all of human civilisation through his nostrils. Mr Cosgrove was the best detention supervisor they could have hoped for, and would probably stay reclined in his chair, head back and mouth wide open, for the entire lunch break.

         Jack slumped in his seat, avoiding eye contact with Yash, Jerry and (especially) Conan. Day two of detention was already better than day one, mainly because Ms Murphy wasn’t there, going on about the importance of teamwork. But he still felt trapped. Classrooms were always claustrophobic, full of hot air and horrid smells.39

         ‘Feet up.’

         Jerry was suddenly towering over him with a sweeping brush in his grip. Purple bruising had bloomed on his swollen eye.

         Jack raised his feet. ‘You know you can just sit here and wait out the clock?’

         ‘The dirt was annoying me,’ said Jerry with a shrug, scooping dust from under Jack’s chair. ‘I told my grandma, by the way. About the monster thing? She said she’d pray for us.’

         Yash lifted his head. ‘She believed you?’

         ‘I guess so. She saw monsters too, back in the Philippines. None with antlers, though.’

         Jack tried to imagine telling his mother, bleary-eyed after a night shift in the hospital, about what they’d seen. She’d smack him across the back of the head, and she’d be right.

         ‘There’s an explanation,’ said Yash. He sat straight up in his chair and drummed his fingers anxiously on his desk. ‘Whatever that thing was, wherever it came from, we can figure it out. A wormhole, a tear in the space–time continuum …’

         Jack snorted. ‘Yeah, no one knows what you’re rattling on about, genius.’

         ‘Am I confusing you, Jack?’

         ‘No, you’re boring me.’

         Yash stood and crossed to the window, staring out at the archway beyond, now just an empty space framed by stone. ‘I’m just saying, there’s a real-life explanation for what we saw.’40

         Conan mumbled something that sounded vaguely rude.

         Jack, Yash and Jerry looked at each other, and then to Conan.

         ‘You talking to yourself, Reilly?’ said Jack.

         ‘Rucked,’ said Conan, or at least that’s how it sounded to Jack. ‘That thing we saw. I think it might be Rucked.’

         ‘Like in rugby?’ asked Jerry, looking thoroughly satisfied with his newly brushed floor.

         Conan cleared his throat. ‘No. R-U-C-H-T. He’s a character from mythology. A shape-shifter.’

         ‘And why would that thing we saw be a shape-shifter?’ said Yash, hands on hips. Jack had a sudden image of him as a teacher in twenty years’ time and shuddered.

         ‘Because he was shifting as he came out of the portal,’ began Conan, then cleared his throat. ‘One of his forms is an elk. So I thought that might explain the antlers. And then there’s bears, ravens. So that’s explains the size and the beak.’

         Yash rolled his eyes so hard that Jack thought they might get lost up inside his skull. This was what Conan had wanted to tell him last night? Now he was even more glad he’d brushed him off.

         Though a tiny part of him felt bad. A little angel on his shoulder that pinched his ear and said, ‘Hey, cut the poor guy some slack.’ But a larger part of him was angry at Conan. Why couldn’t he just have waited till today rather than embarrassing him in front of Darren and Tom? He knew it would be impossible to explain to them, and he was seeing him in detention anyway.41

         He was just so eager all the time. All doe-eyed and innocent. Yes, they’d been friends once. They were neighbours and the same age – of course they’d been friends. But Conan was still that goofy kid who wanted to spend all day talking about monsters and dragons. It irritated Jack that Conan couldn’t just be normal. Less loud about who he was.

         No, Jack decided. He didn’t feel bad. Conan brought these things on himself. And if he didn’t grow up soon, he wouldn’t survive a day in secondary school. Jack was doing him a favour.

         ‘I think maybe when it came through the portal, it got jumbled up,’ explained Conan. ‘Like it became a mix of all the things it changes into.’

         ‘That’s ridiculous,’ scoffed Yash, and turned back to the window.

         ‘I mean, the whole thing is ridiculous,’ said Conan, more sharply than usual. ‘But we saw what we saw.’

         He held up his phone. Jack chanced a fleeting glance and saw pencil drawings of what looked like a deer, a bear and a bird. That, and a phone screen that was shattered down the middle. He felt a pang in his stomach, the kind he felt when his ma was disappointed in him.

         Jerry twisted his lips in admiration. ‘Sounds like you’re on to something.’

         ‘What happened to your phone?’ asked Yash.

         Jack felt the burn of eyes on him for a moment, like being splashed with oil from the pan. 42

         ‘Nothin’,’ muttered Conan.

         Jack’s cheeks grew hot and, when he looked up, Yash was glaring at him.

         Jerry peered at the phone before stretching out his hand. ‘Gimme. I’ll fix it tonight.’

         Conan’s doe eyes stared back at him. ‘Really?’

         Jerry nodded. ‘I’ve seen worse.’

         Conan handed over his phone and gave a small smile.

         ‘Nnnnyyyaaaaaarr!’

         Mr Cosgrove let out another wall-quaking snore. Checking to make sure the teacher hadn’t snorted himself awake, Jack slunk out of his chair and joined Yash at the window. He prodded one finger into the cold glass, pointing at the tall red-brick house across from them. ‘It’s that old weirdo in there. That’s where we start.’

         Yash followed the direction of his finger. ‘Who, Mr Kilroe?’

         ‘Mm-hmm,’ Jack replied. ‘He’s always been strange. Whatever’s going on, I bet he’s behind it.’

         ‘Or,’ said Jerry, joining them, ‘he’s already dead. Bet that shape-shifter thing swallowed him whole. One bite. Job done.’

         The boys shuffled aside as Conan joined them. All four rested their arms on the windowsill, staring out at the imposing facade of Mr Kilroe’s three-storey house. Spindly trees twisted their way up from the walled garden, swaying in the autumn breeze and coughing off the last of their leaves.43

         He’d passed that house every day of his school-going life, Jack realised, and never really thought about it before. Mr Kilroe was just part of the furniture; a neighbourhood mascot who appeared now and then, always dressed in his dark suit and sunglasses. Like every day was a funeral.

         ’You think he’s dead?’ breathed Conan.

         Jerry shrugged. ‘Might be. Not sure how he would have survived an attack from a seven-foot monster.’

         ‘Nah,’ said Jack, studying the door into Mr Kilroe’s walled garden, its green paint peeling. ‘He came right up to me when I tried to follow it. Not a scratch on him.’

         ‘Maybe the beast works for him?’ offered Jerry.

         ‘Yeah, maybe he’s the housekeeper,’ scoffed Jack.

         ‘I just mean … maybe he summoned it,’ said Jerry.

         Conan gulped. ‘Or he is it.’

         The October sky was a mass of dark clouds dotted with patches of pale blue. Wind whipped up gold- and rust-coloured leaves, scattering them across the cobbles, trapping them in drains and windscreen wipers. Jack felt a sudden chill. Although he said nothing to the others, their uncomfortable shuffling beside him told him that they felt it too.

         And then the green garden door opened slowly. Mr Kilroe stepped out and closed it firmly behind him. He was dressed yet again in that dark crumpled suit and his eyes were hidden behind those same black sunglasses. Settling by the wall, he pulled a pipe 44from his inside pocket and placed it between thin lips. His bony hands fiddled with a matchbook, sparked a light and touched it to the end of the pipe. Smoke clouded his face as he stared straight at them.

         Jack laughed bitterly. ‘He’s taunting us.’

         Conan and Yash slunk out of sight.

         ‘Well,’ said Jerry, scratching his wide jaw. ‘Only one way to find out what he’s hiding.’

         Jack turned to him. ‘Which is?’

         ‘Break in.’

         ‘No!’ yelped Conan, pressing his back against the radiator. ‘No, no, no. We can’t.’

         ‘That’s just asking for trouble,’ said Yash, shaking his head vigorously.

         ‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ said Jack. ‘Forgot you want to be president someday. “Breaking news: presidential candidate Yash Joshi snuck into an aul lad’s house when he was twelve.”’

         Mr Kilroe continued to stare, and the more Jack stared back, the more he wanted to find out what the old man was hiding.

         ‘Screw it,’ he said. ‘I’m in. Let’s do it tonight.’

         ‘Sweet,’ said Jerry, as if they’d just made plans for the cinema. ‘I can get us in. I have tools.’

         Jack clapped him on the back. ‘’Course you do.’

         Conan bit his lip so hard it looked about to burst. ‘What if he catches us?’45

         ‘And what if that monster breaks out, crashes through the classroom window and bites Ms Murphy’s head off?’ asked Jack. ‘Would you be able to live with yourself?’

         ‘I –’ spluttered Conan.

         His answer was drowned out by the end-of-lunchtime bell. Voices began to carry up the corridor outside. Mr Cosgrove snapped awake, looking thoroughly confused by his surroundings.

         ‘I think we all know,’ said Jack, ‘that we’re not just going to forget about what we saw. Either we find out tonight what’s going on, or we all go slowly mad.’

         They looked at each other in turn. Jack took their silence as approval.

         ‘Sorted. Tonight, we break into that house.’

      
   


   
      
         46
            Chapter 5

            Behind Closed Doors

         

         Conan

         Not for the first time, Conan was regretting all his choices. Standing in the cobbled church grounds between his school and Mr Kilroe’s house in the dead of night, he was beginning to think he’d been made a fool of. Worry niggled his stomach and the voices of the other boys rang in his head.

         ‘You actually showed up? Idiot!’ 

         ‘Tired, Conan? You look like you were up all night.’ 

         His second regret was the jacket he wore. He didn’t regret hounding his ma for months to get it for him for his birthday. Nor did he regret ignoring her advice to save it for special occasions. But given that he was standing outside his school at 2 a.m., ready to break into a terrifying old man’s house in search of a monster, maybe luminous yellow wasn’t an ideal colour. He 47looked like the neon sign of his local chipper.

         Moonlight spilled through the steeple of the church high above, silhouetting the bell within and bouncing off the darkened windows of the crumbling Georgian redbricks. Conan guessed those houses, Mr Kilroe’s included, must have been built before the church and school even existed. Seeing the school like this, free from bustle and noise, was odd. Like seeing your teacher in the supermarket.

         Brakes squealed in the darkness. Conan peered into the shadows at the side of the church and sighed in relief as Yash and Jerry rolled into view. Yash wore a sharply cut beige jacket that looked more expensive than everything in Conan’s wardrobe put together. Jerry, on the other hand, wore a thin grey hoodie that surely wasn’t doing much to keep out the cold.

         Yash hopped off a glinting mountain bike, undid the chinstrap of a slim, sleek racing helmet and frowned at Conan.

         ‘Bright yellow? Really?’

         Conan tucked his neck into the collar for warmth. ‘I didn’t really think …’

         Jerry glanced around them. ‘No Jack?’

         Conan shrugged. ‘I waited for him, but …’

         In truth, he would have given anything to have cycled here with Jack; skidding to a halt together, stylishly late and thick as thieves, laughing at something the others wouldn’t understand.

         ‘Great,’ said Yash. ‘Well, we’ll just have to start without him.’48

         ‘Would that be the worst thing?’ said Jerry, pursing his lips.

         ‘Could be useful to blame him if things go wrong,’ muttered Yash. ‘People wouldn’t have a hard time believing it.’

         ‘Believing what?’

         Jack’s voice floated on the crisp night air as he cruised slowly towards them. His features were pinched, his pale face flushed with the cold.

         Yash cleared his throat. ‘That the old man is behind this. Just like you said.’

         Jack screwed up his face and shrugged, apparently happy with the answer. ‘So, you going to tell us how we’re getting in, Jerry?’

         Jerry dug into the kangaroo pouch of his hoodie, produced a long, thin screwdriver and smiled. ‘Bit of twiddling with this. Shouldn’t be too hard.’

         They huddled around the green garden door as Jerry fiddled with the lock. Conan winced at each rattle and squeak. It seemed to take an age, and the longer he stood there, the more clearly it dawned on him that this was a ridiculous plan. First off, breaking into an old man’s house in the middle of the night was by far the worst thing Conan had ever done. Secondly, they were doing it on home turf, right outside their school. But most of all, if everything went to plan, then what? A one-to-one chat with a monster from another dimension?

         ‘Uh, guys?’ he started. ‘I’m not sure this is such–’

         ‘Got it,’ said Jerry with a satisfied grin.49

         The door swung open. Conan hunched behind the others as they pressed into the little garden beyond. Brambles and wild grass sprouted from either side, clawing at their arms. Conan sucked himself in to protect his jacket. His mother’s voice echoed in his head. ‘It’s genuine Canadian goose feather!’ Beneath him, weeds dug their way through a cracked path that led to the front door of the red-brick house. Knobbly, twisting trees stretched up, their branches seeming to scratch the night sky.

         ‘It’s like Donegal or something,’ said Jack, to which Yash gave a signature, award-winning eyeroll.

         As they cut through the grass, Conan shot glances behind him to make sure the garden door was still open. The world beyond – the cobbled ground and the brickwork of their school – was like the ocean surface viewed from underwater. He so wanted to swim back. But in a fleeting moment, they were standing at Mr Kilroe’s front door.

         Jack jerked his head towards it. ‘Gimme the screwdriver. I want to try this one.’

         Jerry held up a finger to shush him and grabbed the doorknob. It turned with ease and the door creaked open into the dusty darkness beyond. ‘Guess he didn’t see the point in locking both.’

         ‘Fair enough,’ whispered Jack. ‘It’s pretty safe around here.’

         Yash flicked on a small rubber torch. ‘Do you not see the irony in that?’

         Jack snarled, ‘You’ll see the irony in my fist if you’re not careful.’50

         ‘That makes no sense.’

         ‘Guys!’ pleaded Conan. ‘Not now!’

         Jack hmphed in irritation and, pushing past Jerry, crossed the threshold into the darkness within. Jerry followed, then Yash, arcing his torch beam from behind Jerry’s hulking shoulders. Conan held his breath and stepped inside. A narrow corridor revealed itself, so tight that he could see nothing beyond the others. Torchlight bounced off faded, peeling wallpaper. A stained lino floor gave way to chequered chessboard tiles as the corridor opened into a wide, once-grand foyer.

         Yash hugged himself tight. ‘It’s freezing in here.’

         His voice was a whisper, but loud enough that Conan wanted to pinch him. He was right, though. However cold it was outside, it felt like death in here, despite his yellow puffer jacket with genuine Canadian goose feather.

         ‘Where to?’ whispered Jerry, scanning the sea of darkness around them as they gathered together.

         As if in answer, something thudded upstairs, muffled but violent. Conan felt the blood drain from his face and, instinctively, he shot out a hand and grabbed the nearest arm. Jack frowned and brushed him off. He raised a finger to his lips and then pointed the same finger upstairs. Jerry nodded and crossed to a wide staircase that was set against the far wall and curved up towards two further storeys.

         Up they crept, Jerry leading the way. Their every step on the 51carpet runner dislodged puffs of dust into the musty air. It was stale and suffocating. Conan held tight to the chipped mahogany banister and ran a finger through a thick layer of grey dust on the wallpaper. In its heyday, this place would have been incredible. Now, it was a corpse of a house. But despite the thump of his heart against his ribcage, Conan felt an odd sort of thrill to be on a secret mission, late at night, among friends. Well, among classmates.

         They reached the first landing, which overlooked the entrance hall. To their left, a wide archway opened onto room large enough to be mostly cloaked in shadow. Jack grabbed the torch from Yash and pointed it through the archway.

         Another thud, louder this time, came from inside, followed by a rattle.

         ‘It’s this way,’ breathed Jack.

         As the others crept forward, Conan noticed a painting in a wooden frame hanging on the wall. The picture was partly concealed under a frosting of dust. Only when his nose was inches from it did he realise it contained two figures. The youngest stood smiling, a curved tobacco pipe in his mouth. He rested a hand on an armchair where a second figure sat. He was old, with a bulbous nose and saucer-like ears. If it wasn’t for the beaming smile on the figure’s face, Conan would have recognised Mr Kilroe much more quickly.

         ‘Hey, guys …’

         Conan turned to show the others and realised he was alone 52on the landing. All of a sudden he felt unmoored, as though he was treading water while sharks circled him in the shadows. He spotted the faint glow of the torch deep in the next room and fled to the others, bumping into the solid wall that was Jerry’s back.

         ‘Ssshh!’ implored Yash, snatching his torch back from Jack and guiding it around the room.

         The beam shone across two deep-brown Chesterfield armchairs and climbed to reveal towering bookshelves lining each wall.

         ‘Doesn’t look like a monster came through here,’ muttered Yash.

         Conan nodded. ‘Looks like the only clean place in the house.’

         ‘Exactly,’ said Jack with satisfaction. ‘It means we’re in the right place.’

         Conan found himself scanning each nook, cranny and corner. His imagination conjured up the shape of Mr Kilroe in every shadow, watching them and waiting for the moment to pounce. Torchlight unearthed little details: a whiskey decanter on a mirrored drinks stand, a carved wooden globe atop a chest of drawers and an ancient map of Ireland on faded parchment that curled at the corners where it had been pinned to the wall. Someone had scrawled notes across it, circling some place names and scratching others out entirely. Inland from Dublin was a violent circle of black ink with the words ‘Newgrange, 1882’ written beside it.

         Conan quietly cleared his throat. ‘Where do you think–’53

         He was interrupted by another violent rattle from the far corner of the room. Conan gripped Jerry’s arm. Yash leapt and fumbled the torch like a hot potato. Jerry grabbed it from him and cast the light in the direction of the sound. At the opposite end of the room, an enormous door was set into the wall, bolted by a glinting copper padlock. It rattled again, the padlock jerking wildly, and the sound shook Conan’s bones.

         Something monstrous was doing its very best to break through that door.

         ‘Let’s go,’ squeaked Conan.

         Jack gritted his teeth. ‘This is what we came for.’

         Yash shook his head. ‘We shouldn’t have come at all.’

         ‘At last,’ said a deep voice. ‘One of you speaks sense.’

         Conan spun. Towering above him, barely distinguishable from the shadows, was Mr Kilroe. Torchlight bounced off his white-grey hair and black sunglasses and a stale, musty smell wafted from him.

         Conan’s tongue scraped off the dry roof of his mouth and his lips quivered without finding words.

         ‘We were …’ began Yash. But smart as he was, he was not used to coming up with excuses on the spot.

         The silence was so taut that Conan thought it might strangle the air out of him.

         ‘Thought you might be dead,’ said Jack, a slight quiver undermining his attempt to be flippant.

         Mr Kilroe’s head turned in his direction. 54

         ‘We saw that thing with the antlers come in here. Wanted to make sure our neighbour was okay. Can’t be too careful, like.’

         Mr Kilroe was very still. ‘Indeed. And you thought two in the morning was the best time to do this?’

         Jack shrugged. ‘Not a great sleeper. Too many fizzy drinks, you know yourself.’

         Out of the corner of his eye, Conan could see Yash poking Jack in the side. But waffling was what Jack did best. It at least had the effect of delaying Mr Kilroe, who seemed to be baffled as to how to respond.

         ‘Well,’ announced Jack. ‘We can see you’re actually grand. We’ll be off so.’

         And just as Jack began to move, a wizened hand shot out and grabbed him by the scruff of his collar. Mr Kilroe hauled him off his feet with remarkable strength, bringing them face to face. A scream rose in Conan’s gullet and died in his mouth. His feet were rooted to the spot.

         ‘Let me be a good neighbour and tell you,’ began Mr Kilroe, his voice deep and echoing, ‘that if you ever set foot in my home again, there will be four fewer pupils in your school.’

         He raised a gnarled, liver-spotted hand and lifted his sunglasses. Conan shut his eyes against the sting of a sudden hellfire glow. Jack screamed.

         Blood pounded in Conan’s ears as the scream echoed around him.55

         He prised his eyelids open, squinting until his vision settled. The room was awash in a blood-red light. Jack hung, rigid but twisted, in Mr Kilroe’s grip. And where the old man’s eyes should have been, there were two ghastly red orbs.

         And just as Conan thought to reach for Jack, to drag them all away from this godforsaken house, the rattling from the door beyond started again.

         The door gave way with a raucous shattering. Conan turned to see a swift, hulking shadow move towards them, and an almighty shriek wrenched itself from his throat.

         The house became a cacophony of shouts and screams and the thunder of hooves as the shadow charged towards the boys. Torchlight rolled over it to reveal an enormous black elk.

         Conan froze, but not for long. As the elk bolted past, its antler hooked his jacket, tearing a hole in the side and becoming wedged.

         Absurdly, Conan’s first thought was ‘My jacket. My lovely yellow jacket.’ And then he was yanked off his feet and dragged at speed, suspended by one of the elk’s gigantic antlers. As he bounced against the animal’s broad flank, his three classmates yelled his name and gave chase. Behind them, Mr Kilroe, startled into dropping Jack, replaced his sunglasses, quenching the demonic crimson light.
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            Chapter 6

            How To Address a Monster

         

         Jack

         Jack scrambled to his feet and charged down the stairs. Feet clattered behind him as Yash and Jerry raced to keep up. The elk had left a trail of destruction: balusters had been knocked clean off the stairs and there were holes in the plasterwork along the wall. Jack raced out through the front door onto the now-trampled grass of Mr Kilroe’s overgrown garden and to the cobbles beyond. He didn’t have time to be scared or in shock. Whatever had just happened, and whatever consequences were coming, could wait. Right now, they needed Conan back.

         The stretch of cobbles between the houses, the school and the church was empty.

         ‘Grab your bikes!’ roared Jack to the others as they arrived, panting, on his heels. ‘They won’t have got far.’

         ‘Shouldn’t we call someone?’ gasped Jerry. ‘The gardaí, maybe?’57

         Jack shook his head. ‘Conan could be dead by then.’

         His words landed like a stone between the three of them as they gathered their bikes from the ground.

         ‘I don’t know …’ began Yash.

         ‘Well, I do,’ said Jack, throwing a leg over his bike. ‘We’re getting him back right now.’

         Jack scowled and began to pedal furiously past the church to the road beyond. Conan was helpless and irritating but Jack didn’t want to see him get hurt. It would be like seeing a puppy suffer. And of course, if there was blame going around, it would fall on Jack. The bad influence. Always leading Conan into trouble.

         ‘Wait!’ called Jerry, his brakes squealing as he pulled to a stop.

         Jack squeezed his brakes and turned. Jerry was stopped in front of the church.

         ‘We don’t have time to stop for a quick pray,’ said Jack.

         ‘Look at the door, genius. It’s been bashed open.’ Jerry frowned, scratching his jaw. ‘It’ll take more than a bit of sandpaper to fix that.’

         Jack rolled to a stop beside him. There were dents all over the huge oak door and a trail of muddy hoofprints along the tiles leading inside.

         ‘Let’s worry about repairs later, Jerry,’ said Jack, tossing his bike and climbing the church steps.

         ‘Hold on!’ said Yash, grabbing Jack’s arm.58

         ‘For what?’

         ‘I don’t know. I just think maybe we should have a plan before confronting that … thing.’

         ‘Fine,’ said Jack. ‘You stay here and write an essay on saving people from elk monsters. Me and Jerry are going in and making sure Conan doesn’t get his head ripped off.’

         He marched inside. Their school’s parish church, the scene of so many carol services and Communion masses, was unnerving now that it was dark and empty. Rows and rows of pews sat either side of the long central aisle. Moonlight spilled in through a series of stained-glass windows, casting colourful light on the two figures in front of the altar.

         Jack let out a long, slow breath.

         Sitting at the base of the altar, returned to the same form they had seen that first day outside school, was the beast. Something between a large black bear and a human, with a sharp beak and the tall, jagged antlers of an elk. But its eyes, once red, were now a soft, amber yellow.

         Conan lay cupped in the beast’s arms.

         Jack inched along the aisle, trying not to startle the creature. Conan looked pale and sweaty, his eyes wide and staring.

         He’s alive, thought Jack. Good start. 

         ‘Hello … um, sir,’ he said. How did you address a monster? ‘That’s our buddy you have there. We’d like him back. His ma will be worried.’59

         The beast just gazed at him, but Jack thought he saw something almost human in its eyes. A kind of curiosity.

         ‘Jack,’ whimpered Conan. ‘Tell my ma I’m sorry I snuck out. I just thought it would be a good adventure. I was so wrong. I wish I’d never left my bed.’

         ‘It’s fine, Conan,’ said Jerry, his deep voice an ocean of calm as always. ‘Don’t make any sudden movements.’

         ‘And tell her that I’m sorry I ripped my new jacket,’ continued Conan. ‘I was trying to be brave, but I’ve come to the conclusion that I’m just not. And that’s okay. Being brave is too much hassle.’

         ‘Conan,’ said Jack, creeping closer, watching the beast’s eyes. ‘Shut up for a minute.’

         Conan took no notice. ‘One of you can have my bike when I’m dead. I don’t mind who. Maybe Jerry, since his bike’s a bit old. And if anyone wants my PlayStation, remember that the controller is very sensitive. Also, I have a lot of old comics under my bed that I thought might be valuable some day. Don’t let my da throw them out.’

         ‘You’re not going to die, Conan,’ said Jack, so close he could see the beast’s black fur. It seemed to swirl, like oil in water. It was mesmerising.

         Suddenly, the creature rose. It stretched high above them, dark and gleaming, Conan still held loosely in its grip.

         ‘Nílim ag iarraidh trioblóid a tharraingt,’ it said.60

         Jack froze. It talks. Its voice was soft and rumbling, and echoed across the empty church.

         ‘Um, I’m Jack,’ he said slowly, enunciating each syllable. ‘This boy is very small and weak. Please don’t eat him.’

         The beast looked down at him with a curious expression. ‘An bhfuil sibhse cairdiúil le Fear an Dorchadais?’

         Jack turned to the others, who stood stock still and open-mouthed. ‘I think he’s speaking Chinese.’

         Yash blinked awake at Jack’s comment. ‘He’s speaking Irish, Jack. Obviously.’

         Jack frowned. ‘Are you sure?’

         Yash shook his head in frustration and pushed past Jack. ‘Is mise Yash. Is cara linn an buachaill sin. Ach níl a fhios againn … um … Fear an Dorchadais?’

         ‘What are you saying?’ asked Jack.

         Jerry took a few steps closer. ‘He’s saying Conan’s our friend, I think. And that we don’t know the …’

         ‘The Man of Darkness,’ finished Yash. ‘At least, that’s what I think he said.’

         The beast looked at each of them in turn, and Jack thought he saw something more in its eyes. They flashed with concern. ‘An Dealra Dubh. An fear a bhfuil na súile dearga aige.’

         ‘The man with red eyes?’ attempted Yash, and Jack shuddered at the memory of that horrible, fiery stare he’d escaped from only minutes ago.61

         Jerry scratched the back of his head and pursed his lips. ‘What’s a “Jal-rah Dove”?’

         At the mention of the name, the beast winced. His hulking form seemed to shrink, his antlers almost wilting.

         ‘He’s afraid,’ said Jack slowly, realisation dawning on him. ‘Just like us.’

         ‘Of Mr Kilroe?’ asked Jerry.

         The four boys were silent as they absorbed the idea of this great otherworldly beast being afraid of the grizzled old man who lived across from their school. An old man, Jack noted, who had dangled him effortlessly in a vice-like grip only minutes before and who had seemed to look into his soul with those awful, shining eyes.

         ‘Um, guys?’ Conan hung awkwardly as the beast gripped his hood, the sleeves bunched up around his arms as if the jacket was several sizes too small. The collar was bundled around his chin.

         ‘Sin Conan,’ said Yash, locking eyes with the beast and pointing to Conan. ‘Ár gcara. Cé hé an Dealra Dubh?

         The beast looked at him, and then at Conan. He jumped a little, as if only just now remembering Conan was there. Gently, he placed their classmate down on the altar steps. Then he patted him softly on the head with a huge paw. Conan stood ashen-faced below him and wriggled his arms back into his jacket sleeves.

         ‘Is ainsprid é an Dealra Dubh,’ said the beast, gazing the length of the church. ‘Táim i mbaol.’ 62

         Jack looked to the others. He could just about tell someone his name in Irish, which wasn’t much use here. ‘Well?’

         Yash gulped. ‘I didn’t get everything. “Ainsprid” is an evil spirit, I think.’

         ‘And he’s not safe,’ said Jerry in a low voice.

         Conan gazed up at the great beast with wide and watery eyes. ‘He wasn’t trying to kill me. He saved me.’

         Jack wanted to point out that he’d been the one in danger but stayed silent. More likely this creature was just scrambling to get away from Mr Kilroe.

         ‘It’s okay,’ said Conan, still gazing at the monstrous creature. ‘We’ll protect you.’

         Jack cleared his throat. ‘We will?’

         Conan looked at each of them with imploring eyes. ‘He’s all alone. And he’s just as scared as we are.’

         A sudden wind rattled the church doors open. Jack spun. Streetlight glowed around the edges of a dark figure in the doorway. A pair of red eyes flashed open. Mr Kilroe stood on the threshold, staring them down. Jack rubbed his throat instinctively, his hand trembling.

         ‘Jack,’ whispered Conan. ‘What do we do?’

         Fwoop. 

         At the sound, Jack turned back to the altar. The enormous, antlered creature was gone.

         ‘Where’d it go?’ he yelped.63

         Mr Kilroe still stood in the doorway, gripping his cane. Suddenly, he slammed it against the stone step of the church and the sound echoed along the pews.

         Jerry nudged Jack. ‘We need to get out of here.’

         Jack nodded and scanned his surroundings. Off to the side of the altar was another door that led out the rear of the church to the street beyond.

         Another slam came from Mr Kilroe’s cane as he prowled like a ravenous beast on the threshold.

         ‘Let’s go,’ said Jack.

         He raced across the church, casting an eye back to the front door. Mr Kilroe still hadn’t moved. On reaching the side door, Jack gripped the handle, turned and tugged. Nothing.

         ‘It’s locked,’ he said.

         Jerry moved him aside. ‘Give me a minute.’

         Conan whimpered. ‘I don’t think we have a minute.’

         ‘Why isn’t he moving?’ said Yash, glancing back at Mr Kilroe.

         Suddenly, a feathery black blur shot past Jack’s shoulder and smashed through the glass panel above the door handle. It hovered in mid-air long enough for Jack to see that it was a bird not unlike a raven. Though with dark plumage, beady yellow eyes and tiny antlers sprouting from its head, it was unlike any bird he’d ever seen.

         ‘Is that …’ he began.

         Fwoop.64

         It spun like a wheel, feathers bursting from it. The dark form changed and expanded. It stretched out like putty and re-formed into the huge, bear-like shape, its yellow eyes, beak and antlers growing with it.

         Then it waved, as if spotting old friends from across a train platform. It reached for the door with a bear-like paw, twisted the lock and yanked it open.

         Conan, Yash and Jerry exchanged a look with Jack that told him they were as confused as he was.

         ‘Kind of stealing my thunder,’ said Jerry. ‘But thanks.’

         Without wasting any more time, Jack ran out through the back corridor and to the lane behind the church, followed closely by the others and their new friend. Only when the school, the church and Mr Kilroe’s house were out of sight did they stop. Jack interlocked his fingers behind his head and breathed deeply.

         Yash clutched his chest and squinted at the huge figure beside them, who was now marvelling at a nearby billboard. ‘What now?’

         Jack gazed at the creature. It could obviously speak, though he’d had trouble understanding most of it so far. He decided to give it a shot.

         ‘I’m Jack,’ he said, pronouncing every syllable as loudly and slowly as possible. He patted his chest. ‘Jack.’

         The creature’s eyes seemed to smile and he made the same 65gesture. ‘Is mise Rucht,’ he said.

         That much Jack understood. My name is Rucht.

         Conan’s face broke into a startled smile. His hand shot into the air in triumph and a tuft of feathery white lining spilled from the armpit of his yellow jacket. ‘Ha! Called it!’
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            Chapter 7

            How to Hide a Monster

         

         Jack

         Jack had never been so eager to get home. Listening to Conan prattle on was bad enough but trying to be inconspicuous with the bumbling, antlered creature that loped alongside them was next to impossible.

         Conan shook his head, amazed. ‘I can’t believe I was right.’

         ‘Yep. Congratulations.’

         ‘I mean, this guy must be hundreds of years old. Or thousands. Think of what he’s seen.’

         Jack cast a glance at Rucht. Rucht caught him looking and smiled back with a shy little wave of a dark paw.

         ‘Yeah, he seems wise, alright.’

         ‘I have so many questions,’ gasped Conan, trying to keep pace. ‘I mean, why that archway? And how? Did Mr Kilroe summon him?’67

         Jack had been wondering that himself. Rucht must be seven feet tall, and what Jack had thought was thick fur covering his body was, in fact, a swirling, transfixing texture that he couldn’t really define. Rucht’s chest was broad, his arms thick and long. And his face was strangely … pleasant. A sharp grey beak protruded from it and it seemed to Jack almost to be smiling contentedly. His oval amber eyes gazed in wonder at his surroundings.

         Hard to imagine being scared of him now, thought Jack. But try telling that to his mother.

         ‘I have a better question,’ said Jack. ‘How do we hide him from our parents? From everyone?’

         They hadn’t exactly decided to take him home. Yash had gone back to his fancy-pants house in Sandymount, Jerry to his less-than-fancy-pants house in Harold’s Cross, and Rucht had just kind of followed him and Conan. It felt like they had rescued a stray dog who had now decided that they were its owners.

         ‘If he could turn into a bird again, that might help,’ said Conan, resting his chin on the handlebars of his bike as he pushed it.

         ‘Oi, Rucht,’ said Jack, clicking his fingers. ‘Turn into a bird.’

         Rucht blinked at him, then waved.

         ‘Oh, for feck’s sake. What’s “bird” in Irish?’

         ‘Is it madra?’ said Conan.

         ‘That’s “dog”, idiot,’ said Jack.

         ‘How am I the idiot? You don’t know it either!’68

         ‘I do know it!’ said Jack. Then he paused. ‘I just can’t remember it.’

         That made no sense, of course, but Yash wasn’t here to correct him and Conan wouldn’t dare.

         ‘Éan,’ said Conan suddenly, hopping a little. ‘The Irish for bird is éan.’

         He turned to Rucht, who was gazing up at the bright lights of the city, a happy expression of bemused wonderment on his face.

         ‘Rucht,’ said Conan. ‘Can you turn back into a bird? Éan? You become éan now?’

         Rucht tilted his head like some enormous puppy. Conan started flapping his arms and pointing. It reminded Jack of his ma ordering dinner on holidays.

         A smile broke across Rucht’s face and he nodded rapidly. A glow bloomed at his edges, the same colourful, liquid-like glow they had seen in the portal. With a fwoop, his form shrank. Suddenly, a sleek, black, tiny-antlered wren hovered beside them, flapping.

         Jack arched an eyebrow and threw a leg over his bike. ‘Fair play.’

         Conan smiled and hopped on his own bike, gesturing for Rucht to follow. ‘Going home. Umm … ag dul abhaile.’

         Rucht flew happily above them as they zipped back through the quiet streets until their stretch of terraced houses came into view.

         ‘Don’t go saying anything about this,’ said Jack as they rolled their bikes to a stop.69

         ‘To who?’

         ‘To anyone. I know you’ll get all excited and start blabbing.’

         Conan looked at Rucht, hovering between them. ‘Hard not to get excited. It was a lot different than my usual Friday night.’

         ‘I just don’t want people thinking I’m gone soft in the head.’ Jack shoved his hands into the pockets of his black puffer jacket and glared into the distance.

         Conan nodded. ‘I won’t tell anyone.’

         ‘Won’t tell anyone what?’ said a small voice as Jack’s front door swung open.

         Jack spun. His sister stood in the doorway in her pyjamas. Her little chin pointed up inquisitively and her bright red hair glowed in the flickering streetlight.

         ‘Lucy, what the hell are you doing out of bed?’ fumed Jack. Heart racing, he peered along the corridor to see if she’d woken their ma.

         Conan moved in front of Lucy, blocking Rucht from view. Jack watched as the tiny bird descended into the hood of Conan’s jacket and nestled there.

         Lucy shrugged and bobbed on the balls of her bare feet. ‘I came into your room to talk to you. You were gone.’

         ‘It’s three o’clock in the morning, Lucy. Why would you be looking for me?’

         Lucy furrowed her brow in a manner that might have looked fierce if she was older than six. ‘Because I had a bad dream. Why 70would you be outside at three o’clock in the morning?’

         ‘She has you there,’ mumbled Conan, to a quick smack from Jack.

         ‘Right,’ said Jack. ‘Back to bed. And keep this quiet. If you tell Ma, I won’t take you trick-or-treating.’

         Her face lit up. ‘You’re going to take me trick-or-treating?’

         He heaved a sigh, realising the trap he’d set for himself. ‘Just say nothing and we’ll see. Now, bed – quick.’

         Lucy squished her face into a grin, saluted and scurried back inside. Jack ran a hand through his hair. He was in the clear for now.

         ‘You gonna be okay with him?’ asked Jack, nodding to Conan’s hood.

         Conan nodded. ‘This, umm …’ he started, chewing his lip. ‘This was fun.’

         Jack screwed up his face. ‘No, it wasn’t. You nearly got killed.’

         ‘I know. I just mean … it was like old times.’

         Jack adopted a mock smile and excited tone. ‘Yeah, it was just like the time you got carried off by a monster when we were five! Remember that?’

         Conan twiddled with the zipper of his jacket. ‘I just mean …’ He shook his head. ‘Never mind. ’Night.’

         Jack felt a pang of guilt. Of course he knew what Conan meant. But he’d spent a long time trying to hold him at arm’s length and he wasn’t going to undo that in one night. He hesitated.71

         ‘Wait,’ he called.

         Conan paused at his front door, ready to roll his bike inside. The streetlight buzzed above his head.

         ‘This is just between the four of us, okay? We’re a team and all that.’

         Conan smiled and made a zipping motion against his lips. Then he pretended to lock it and placed an imaginary key in his pocket.

         ‘Oh, for feck’s sake,’ muttered Jack and hurried into his house before he could be embarrassed any more.

      
   


   
      
         72
            Chapter 8

            Roommates

         

         Conan

         ‘Gyearghhh!’

         Conan leapt from his bed at the sight of the seven-foot tall, antlered beast standing at the foot of his bed.

         ‘Maidin mhaith,’ said Rucht, his voice a deep purr. Good morning. 

         Conan tumbled out of bed and scrambled to his feet. ‘Rucht, you can’t take that form here. Turn back into a bird!’

         Rucht tilted his head and his antlers scraped across the ceiling.

         ‘Éan!’ pleaded Conan. ‘Éan, éan!’

         Was he saying it right? He was so tired, and pronunciation was never his thing.

         His mother’s voice carried from down the hall. ‘Conan, what’s all that racket?’73

         ‘Nothing Ma, there’s just … a bird trapped in my room!’

         He flapped in front of Rucht, hoping to make him understand.

         ‘Well, get it out of there quick!’ his mother called back. ‘Open a window!’

         ‘I will, Ma. It’s fine!’

         ‘Delia McCarthy’s daughter got bitten by a bird once and it went septic. She lost a foot.’

         Conan climbed onto his bed and continued to flap. The bedsprings creaked beneath him. ‘No, she didn’t, Ma. And birds don’t bite, they peck.’

         His mother’s ‘Hmmm’ rolled down the hallway like a bowling ball. ‘Well, whatever happened to her, it wasn’t good. She’s not half right. But then neither is the mother.’

         The doorbell rang and Conan heard his mother’s hurried footsteps on the stairs. Rucht’s head tilted the opposite way, his eyes wide and searching as Conan flapped for him. Then a flash of understanding seemed to cross Rucht’s face. He started to flap too.

         ‘No,’ moaned Conan. ‘Don’t flap like me! Turn. Into. A. Bird!’

         ‘Who’s turning into a girl?’ called his mother from downstairs.

         ‘No one, Ma. I’ll be down in a minute!’

         ‘Well, hurry,’ she said. ‘Jack’s at the door.’

         Conan froze. Jack? Here? That hadn’t happened in years. An idea hit him. He ran to the door and opened it enough to stick his head out.74

         ‘Ma?’

         ‘What is it, love?’

         ‘Send Jack up. Also, do you know the Irish for ‘change’?’

         ‘Do you mean like money?’

         ‘No, like change into a … tree.’

         ‘Who’s changing into a tree?’

         ‘No one’s …’ he sighed. ‘Do you know it or not?’

         ‘Don’t take that tone with me, young man! And it’s “athraigh”. Do they teach you anything in school at all?’

         ‘Thank you! And please, just send Jack up!’

         He hurried back into the room where Rucht stood staring down at him like a large, antlered dog.

         ‘Athraigh! Éan!’

         Rucht’s wide eyes gleamed and he nodded. With a noise like a golf ball being sucked through a hose, his shape twisted in mid-air. It settled into the form of a giant, fierce-looking raven with black feathers and razor-sharp talons. Conan fell back against the bookshelf and gasped.

         ‘No, not that kind of bird,’ he said, glancing with panic at his bedroom door. ‘A small one. Like last night. Small. Beag. Beag!’

         Another fwoop and Rucht spun again. A long feather spurted out from the blur of black. By the time Conan had plucked it from the air, Rucht once again looked like the tiny, harmless bird he had last night, miniature antlers sprouting from his feathery head.75

         ‘Alright?’ said Jack, wandering into the room with his hands in his pockets. ‘He hasn’t trashed the place then.’

         ‘No,’ said Conan, tossing the feather out the window, ‘but we need to keep the others around if we want to be able to communicate with him.’

         Jack nodded and they stood in silence for a moment. Conan tried to remember the last time Jack had been in this room. They’d built castles out of LEGO and watched cartoons. He’d give anything to be there now, in that moment in time. It would be a lot less stressful.

         ‘You checked your phone or what?’ asked Jack.

         Conan held his gaze. ‘No, Jerry has it. He’s fixing it.’

         Jack looked at him for a moment, and Conan wondered if there was a fully formed ‘sorry’ rattling around inside his brain, screaming to be let out.

         ‘Oh, right,’ said Jack instead, scratching his eyebrow. ‘Yash texted. Apparently, he wants us to go to some library to find out more about this thing.’ He gestured at Rucht.

         ‘He’s not a thing, Jack.’

         ‘What is he then?’

         Conan was stumped and decided instead to focus on their new mission. ‘So where’s this library?’

         ‘What library?’ Conan’s mother appeared at the door. Yellow Marigold gloves adorned both her hands and her frizzy blonde hair was tied in a bun.76

         ‘Um, Marsh’s Library it’s called,’ answered Jack. ‘We’ve a project to do. For school or something.’

         Conan shook his head at Jack’s pathetic attempt at an excuse. His mother took no notice, throwing a doting look at Jack.

         ‘Isn’t that lovely, the two boys off to the library. Jack, aren’t you gone as big!’

         Jack went redder than normal, his eyebrows squirming in awkwardness.

         ‘And as handsome!’ continued Conan’s mother. ‘I was just saying it to your mother the other day. Isn’t he gone as handsome, Conan?’

         Conan writhed. ‘I … I don’t know, Ma.’

         ‘Well, don’t go breaking any hearts now in the library,’ she said to Jack, peering at him as if over glasses that weren’t there.

         ‘We’d, um, better go,’ said Jack, casting a side eye at Conan. As if he had any power over his mother’s ramblings.

         ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘Let’s go.’

         And then his mother’s eyes widened with alarm.

         ‘Conan, I thought you got rid of that bird!’

         Conan’s heart sank. He’d forgotten about Rucht, who was still happily flapping in mid-air. He couldn’t shoo him away and risk not finding him again. Whatever was happening with Mr Kilroe, Rucht was key.

         ‘Wait till I get a paper,’ said his mother.

         ‘No!’ yelled Conan. ‘I’ll just …’77

         And without thinking, he held out cupped hands towards Rucht and nodded his head towards them.

         Jack cleared his throat and stepped in front of Conan. ‘Conan’s very good with birds, Mrs Reilly. As in, actual birds. Not, you know … girls.’

         Conan silently wished for Jack to shut up, but as he did so, Rucht took the hint and flew gracefully to his hands.

         His mother stood in the doorway with one hand to her chest and her mouth open. It was the pose she adopted when watching something shocking on the news. ‘Conan Reilly! And me there wondering what you get up to in your room. Training birds, did you ever hear the like of it?’

         ‘Yeah,’ said Jack, stifling a smile. ‘He’s full of surprises.’

         ‘Okay, bye, Ma,’ said Conan. He sped to the door, holding Rucht in his palms like a pool of water, not wanting to risk a single question more.

      
   


   
      
         78
            Chapter 9

            The Librarian

         

         Jack

         Marsh’s Library was a fifteen-minute cycle from their homes in Ringsend. Jack swooped and swerved through the swell of pedestrians and the beeping traffic of Dublin’s city centre, but the whimpering behind him told him that Conan wasn’t enjoying it much. Conan’s bike looked far too clean to be getting much use and Jack had no doubt the pace he’d set was too much for Conan. The stone spire of St Patrick’s Cathedral rose above a cluster of duller-looking modern buildings. It was over eight hundred years old, Jack realised, the knowledge popping to the front of his brain without any effort.

         How did he know that? He couldn’t remember the simplest instructions in class, methods for maths equations they’d covered countless times, but this useless piece of information had wormed its way in.79

         Manicured gardens stretched out before them as they cruised through the cathedral grounds. At the centre, a fountain was in full flow, sparkling in the morning sunlight. Near the street on the far side, black iron railings gave way to a battlemented wall. Jack and Conan cycled along it, under a canopy of trees, until the wall ended in an archway overhung with ivy.

         Jerry waved, beaming, as they arrived. Nothing seemed to faze him, which impressed and irritated Jack in equal measure. Yash, on the other hand, looked like he’d barely slept. His black hair, normally sleekly gelled, stuck out at odd angles and his eyes were ringed with dark circles.

         ‘Late night, Joshi?’ Jack asked him, dropping a foot to the pavement to slow down.

         ‘Well, let’s see,’ said Yash with a groan. ‘I got home at half three and spent the rest of the night scouring the internet, trying to find someone who could help us with this … situation.’

         Conan huffed to a stop. Rucht’s grey beak peeped out of his pocket. ‘And?’

         ‘There’s a woman in here, a librarian.’

         ‘Shocker,’ said Jack.

         Yash closed his eyes in barely concealed frustration. ‘She’s an expert on mythology. She used to teach a course on it in Trinity College before she worked here.’

         ‘So she’ll know about monsters and all that,’ added Jerry, 80stroking the top of Rucht’s tiny, feathery head. ‘Might know something about this little guy.’

         ‘Or help us with Mr Kilroe,’ said Yash.

         ‘And if she can’t?’ asked Jack.

         ‘Then she can’t,’ snapped Yash. ‘But we have no other leads. And you didn’t have to come.’

         ‘I did, actually,’ retorted Jack. ‘If Mr Kilroe’s up to something shady, I want to know. That way I have something on him if he starts talking crap about me to the principal or my parents. Or the gardaí!’

         Conan arched an eyebrow. ‘Like how you broke into his gaff?’

         ‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ said Jack, the anger boiling in him now. ‘Were you not there as well?’

         ‘Here’s an idea,’ said Jerry, his voice mild. ‘Maybe we should go inside?’

         ‘Fine,’ said Jack, pushing past them and through the ivy-covered archway. Some small part of him wanted to go first, because then he’d be in charge. In control.

         He glanced behind him and saw Jerry hand Conan’s phone back to him, good as new. Jack’s cheeks flushed red at the sound of Conan’s thank-yous.

         Inside the arch, a set of stone steps led up to a tall red-brick building. Its upper floor was almost obscured by rustling branches that still clung to their russet leaves. A stone portico framed the entrance. Atop it, faded gold lettering spelled out 81the name: Marsh’s Library. Jack felt like he was trespassing in someone’s private garden for the second time in as many days.

         As he climbed the steps, a quiet hush enveloped him. It was only when he reached the top that he realised the door was closed.

         ‘Great.’

         Yash sighed. ‘Let’s just come back another time.’

         ‘You must be joking.’ Jack hammered on the door with a closed fist.

         After a moment, there was some scraping and scuffling inside, and the jangle of keys. Then the door creaked open, revealing a dainty-looking woman who must have been pushing eighty. She wore a long, brown skirt, a white blouse and an emerald cardigan. A halo of white-grey hair ringed her head in curls, and her eyes gazed at Jack over a pair of silver-trimmed spectacles that were linked to a delicate chain around her neck.

         No one, in all of human history, had ever looked more like a librarian.

         ‘Yes, young man?’

         Her voice was soft but carried clearly, much more strongly than her slight frame suggested. Jack stood rooted to the spot, wincing at the silence from the others. He’d knocked, so he should speak.

         ‘There’s a man that lives across from our school and he’s awful weird. We think he might be a monster of some sort. Would you know anything about that?’82

         Yash groaned.

         The librarian’s left eyebrow curved sharply. ‘A little lesson in decorum, young man.’

         She pulled the door open and stepped out, standing level with him.

         ‘First, you knock politely. A little rat-tat-tat will do.’ She mimicked the action on the door. ‘Then, when the door is answered, you introduce yourself. For example, I would say, “Hello, my name is Bernie Regan.” Now, what would you say?’

         Jack blushed, feeling the eyes of the others on the back of his head. ‘Um … hello, my name is Jack Toner.’

         Bernie nodded. ‘Lovely. And I might reply, “Hello, Jack Toner. How may I help you?” And how might you respond? Bearing in mind that I’ll need more detail than a weird man that lives near your school and who may or may not be a monster.’

         Jack clenched his fists by his sides. His face was burning red and he was struggling to remember why they’d even come. There was a fog in his brain from which he couldn’t pluck any words, and he was starting to feel more and more hard done by that he was in this position at all.

         ‘You know what,’ he spat, ‘I didn’t come here for a lecture. Forget it.’

         Then he stormed back down the steps, ignoring Conan’s little yelp of ‘Jack!’, and shoved past each of them. Until he got to Jerry.

         ‘Out of my way.’83

         Jerry shook his head. His broad form took up most of the tree-lined path and he shuffled from side to side in step with Jack to stop him from pushing past. ‘Hold on, Jack. We need her help. Just chill.’

         Was there anything worse, wondered Jack, his face still aflame, than being told to ‘chill’ when you were blowing a fuse? But there was nowhere to go, so he turned back around, putting all his rage into the foulest scowl he could muster.

         Bernie stood at the top of the steps and let out a short sigh. She looked disappointed: not just in him, but in ‘the youth’ in general.

         Yash stepped towards her. ‘I’m sorry, Ms Regan, Jack is–’

         Conan cleared his throat with a meaningful nod in Jack’s direction.

         ‘I mean, we’ve all had a strange few days,’ Yash continued. ‘We’re pupils in the Perp.’

         ‘The Perp?’

         It was Yash’s turn to redden. ‘I mean, uh … Our Lady of Perpetual Suffering. On Haddington.’

         ‘Oh yes,’ said Bernie, wrapping her cardigan more tightly and folding her arms. ‘I know it. Catchy name. It’s been overtaken by monsters, has it?’

         ‘Not yet,’ piped up Conan, with a strained sort of giggle.

         Yash shot him a glare. ‘We think you might be able to help us. We need an expert on Ancient Ireland, and we’ve heard you’re the best.’84

         Great, thought Jack. Flatter her, you little suck-up. 

         Yash looked around at the others, seemingly at a loss to explain what they needed from her without sounding mad.

         Jerry pointed at Conan, who was holding bird-Rucht in his cupped hands. ‘We have something we think you might want to take a look at.’

         Conan held Rucht up.

         Bernie blinked. ‘It’s a bird,’ she said, frowning in bewilderment at the tiny antlers.

         ‘When he wants to be,’ said Conan, with another nervous little laugh.

         Bernie looked beyond them, perhaps hoping to see a parent she could speak to, maybe to ask if these children were ‘all there’.

         ‘We’re not nuts,’ said Jack, the muscles in his face straining to hold the scowl.

         ‘I never said you were, Jack Toner,’ she replied, and her arms tightened across her chest. ‘But you’ve shown up at a closed library, far from your school, and so far have only told me that a “weird” man near your school might be a monster, and that I might be interested in a very small bird. But I am neither an ornithologist nor do I work for the gardaí, so I suggest you find someone else to play your little game with.’

         With that, she sighed and turned towards the door.

         ‘Wait, please!’ said Conan. Then he put his face close to Rucht’s, nose to beak. ‘Athraigh! Um … athraigh ar ais!’ 85

         Change back.

         ‘Give him a slap!’ suggested Jack.

         ‘Don’t slap him!’ said Jerry, horrified.

         Conan shook his hands a little. ‘Athraigh! Athraigh!’

         Bernie pulled the door behind her.

         ‘Rucht! Athraigh anois!’

         In a whoosh of air, Rucht flapped from Conan’s hand and his form began to twist. In mid-air, he looked like oil in a lava lamp, expanding and contracting in twisted blobs. As he did so, he moved through the crack in the almost-closed door. His form grew rapidly. First, he filled the gap. Then he became too much, and the door was flung back open.

         Bernie shrieked and leapt to one side. With a fwoop, Rucht landed in a large, dark mass in the little foyer of the library. A painful silence followed. No one dared move. Bernie tiptoed from behind the door, ashen-faced, and stared down at the figure crouched on the floor at her feet.

         Then Rucht unfolded and sat up, one long, black hand scratching his antlered head like he’d woken from a bad dream. His yellow eyes blinked at Bernie, and she blinked back. Her knees buckled a little and she gripped the doorframe.

         ‘You have to admit, Ms Regan,’ said Jack. ‘I’ve got better decorum than him.’
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            Chapter 10

            The Dealra Dubh

         

         Conan

         Conan had long loved that moment in stories when the main character walks through a portal into another world. That cautious step over the threshold into the unknown, appearing in a place so wondrous that it robbed you of the power of speech.

         Walking into the library felt like one of those moments. Yash could feel it too; Conan could tell by the look of awe on his face. There was no magic here that he could see, but he could almost taste it on the air. It seeped into his bones and tingled across his skin. It felt like stepping into another century. Oak bookcases ran the length of a single aisle, a seating area between each cordoned off by a small length of rope. The books themselves were musty and brown and ancient in the most satisfying way. Conan had already decided he wanted to spend all day here.87

         ‘Bit small for a library, isn’t it?’ said Jack, with a sniff.

         If Bernie heard him, she didn’t show it. She gazed at Rucht, her mouth hanging open in wonder, and walked around him in a circle to study him.

         ‘What …’ she began, before trailing off.

         She tilted her head as she stared at him, and Rucht tilted his head in return. Then he looked at the boys, as if waiting for a cue.

         ‘Could you …’ attempted Bernie again. ‘How did …?’

         Conan opened his mouth to explain, but Yash held up a finger to silence him.

         ‘Two days ago, a portal opened in an archway outside our school. Rucht stepped out.’

         At this, a look of realisation crossed Bernie’s face, but Yash continued, ‘He went inside the home of Mr Kilroe, who lives across from our school. The “weird” guy that Jack mentioned. We followed.’

         Bernie arched an eyebrow in disbelief. ‘You followed?’

         ‘We broke in,’ said Jerry, and Yash scowled. ‘What?’ said Jerry. ‘She’s one of us now.’

         A smile twitched on Bernie’s astonished face. ‘Keep going. What happened inside the house?’

         ‘Well,’ said Yash. ‘We thought Rucht might have attacked the old man. This was back when we assumed Rucht was a monster of some sort. But he’s not.’88

         Bernie was staring at Rucht with wonder in her eyes. ‘No. He’s a shape-shifter.’

         Conan’s skin tingled with excitement. ‘You know him?’

         ‘Not in the traditional sense, no. Come with me.’

         Crooking a finger, she beckoned them along the aisle. The library was deathly silent, aside from the soft patter of their footsteps on the carpet and the heavier thunk of Rucht’s. Bernie stepped with the precision of a ballerina, and Conan had to slow his pace deliberately so as not to overtake her. She turned the corner where a final row of bookcases stood. Between each was a set of small wooden doors, topped with a white latticed arch. To Conan, they looked like a particularly fancy set of cages.

         ‘These are the cages,’ said Bernie, with a flourish of her hands.

         Oh, thought Conan. Well, there you go. 

         ‘You going to lock us up, Miss?’ asked Jack.

         Bernie chuckled and unclipped a ring of keys from her belt. ‘Not unless I have to. These are reading alcoves. Books of a certain value are held here, books you can’t take with you. They can be read only in the cages. We even have a first-edition Swift.’

         Conan looked at Yash. ‘Taylor?’

         Yash shook his head. ‘Jonathan.’

         Bernie opened the nearest reading alcove and stepped inside. With a small sigh, she raised a finger and grazed it across the spines of several books at shoulder height. Then she gave a satisfied click of her tongue and tapped a spine the same deep brown as the 89rest. Conan had no idea how she could tell them apart.

         She heaved the book down onto the table and opened it. With delicate fingers, she placed her glasses on her face and began to scan through the pages. After a few moments, her eyes lit up.

         ‘Ah yes, Rucht and Friuch. The shape-shifting swineherds.’

         They shuffled into the caged alcove one by one and sat nestled between bookcases, daylight spilling in from a tall, rectangular window. Rucht crouched as he came through the little wooden doorway and squeezed onto the bench beside Conan.

         Bernie winced with every move he made and gripped the table as if willing it not to fall apart. Then she gently moved the open book towards them. Its pages were tinted ochre and etched with almost indecipherable looped writing. Ancient doodles were scrawled on its edges. In the centre were two young men in very unfashionable robes, surrounded by a range of crudely drawn animals. Conan thought he could make out a horse, an elk, a rabbit and a bird of some sort.

         Bernie followed his gaze, tilting her head. ‘Both characters are part of the Táin, The Cattle Raid of Cooley, Ireland’s seminal mythological text. They were said to be able to shape-shift into all sorts of creatures.’

         ‘Ireland’s big mythological epic is about cows?’ asked Conan.

         Yash’s eyes lit up. ‘So is India’s – The Mahãbhãrata.’

         Bernie smiled, impressed. ‘The world is more connected than we think.’90

         Jack frowned and looked Rucht up and down. ‘But he doesn’t look like either of those lads from the book. He looks like a science experiment gone wrong.’

         ‘Hey!’ said Conan.

         Jack gave him a pitying look. ‘He can’t understand me, Reilly.’

         ‘We think,’ said Yash, ‘that maybe his forms got mixed together somehow.’

         Conan glared at him. That was his idea and Yash had scoffed when he’d suggested it.

         Bernie fiddled with the chain that hung from her glasses. ‘That would make sense. He has the antlers of a giant elk, clearly. His size and fur look almost bear-like. And the beak is from …’

         ‘A raven,’ said Conan. ‘He was a raven this morning.’

         He gazed up at Rucht’s giant form. Those little yellow eyes stared in wonder at the grand oak bookshelves.

         ‘Something confuses me,’ said Jerry. ‘What’s a swineherd?’

         Yash squinted in disbelief. ‘That’s what confuses you? It’s like a shepherd. But for pigs.’

         Jack tutted and shook his head at Rucht. ‘So he’s a culchie. No wonder he only speaks Irish.’

         ‘He only speaks Irish,’ said Bernie, ‘because he lived long before colonial rule. Fadó, fadó, as they say.’

         Conan looked to Yash, who mouthed, ‘Long ago.’

         At Bernie’s words, Rucht bounced excitedly, making the floorboards beneath the carpet creak. He began to jabber at 91speed to her, gesturing wildly. Bernie, Yash and Jerry watched him intently, while Conan and Jack exchanged a look and shrugged.

         Bernie began to respond fluently. Her Irish had a similar tone to Rucht’s. Conan wondered if maybe they were from the same place, just centuries apart. Rucht was spreading his great, hairy arms wide and imitating a dazed sort of walk. As Conan listened to their back and forth, he realised the sound was soothing. Although he couldn’t understand most of what they were saying, he felt he could listen to them all day.

         ‘Well, that clears things up a little,’ said Bernie at last. ‘According to Rucht, he was resting deep in a forest when he saw a kind of slit in the air. Something urged him to climb into it, a dark sort of magic. When he passed through, he found himself among stone buildings in the pouring rain.’

         ‘Which is when we saw him,’ said Yash, scratching his chin.

         ‘He was pulled along by this dark energy, like he wasn’t in control,’ continued Bernie. ‘That’s when he found himself in the home of the Dealra Dubh.’

         Rucht whimpered deeply and stumbled backwards, his wide antlers grazing off the bookcase. Jerry patted him softly on the arm. ‘S’alright, buddy.’

         ‘Yes!’ said Yash. ‘Rucht mentioned that name. Who is he?’

         Bernie stared into the distance, her face pale and drawn, as if she were suddenly alone in the library. ‘The Dealra Dubh,’ she 92said again. ‘The dark sheen. An old trickster spirit. A foul, wretched shadow who possesses other beings.’

         ‘There you go, then,’ said Jack, his face hardening. ‘It possessed Mr Kilroe. I knew that man couldn’t be human.’

         Bernie stared at him intently. ‘Why, exactly?’

         Jack seemed to stiffen at the memory. ‘When he attacked me, he took his sunglasses off and he had these horrible, red eyes. Like they’d been dipped in blood.’

         An odd expression crossed Bernie’s face; she blanched, and looked back at the book again. Then she straightened. ‘Tell me everything you know about this Mr Kilroe.’
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            Chapter 11

            The Summonstone

         

         Conan

         Bernie listened as they each took turns to say what they knew about Mr Kilroe. How he’d lived across from the school as long as they’d been there. How even Conan’s da remembered him from his school days. How he’d been an old man then too. How he lived alone in that once-grand crumbling house. Bernie took it all in, her eyes flicking from side to side as her gears turned.

         Conan tried to put the pieces together in his head. ‘So that mean old man living next to the school has a demon living inside him? And he summoned Rucht? Controlled him?’

         Bernie stared the whole time at the polished oak table before her, allowing the details to sink in. Then she straightened her back and let out a long sigh. ‘It adds up, I suppose. The Dealra Dubh is said to take his power from others. By that I mean that 94he has few actual powers of his own.’

         ‘Like Batman,’ said Conan, in a serious tone.

         ‘I couldn’t say,’ said Bernie. ‘But he is said to gain possession of other creatures for his own ends. Even bringing them back from the dead.’

         Conan nodded gravely. ‘Batman can’t do that.’

         ‘So what does he want?’ asked Yash. ‘I mean, what’s the end goal?’

         Bernie looked at Rucht. ‘According to our friend here, the Dealra Dubh has survived for centuries in different vessels, his powers growing weaker.’

         Jerry frowned. ‘Vessels? Like, vases and stuff?’

         ‘Bodies,’ said Yash, his eyes widening in fear.

         Bernie nodded. ‘My guess is he uses a body until it eventually wastes away, then tries to possess another. Who knows how long he has left in the body of Mr Kilroe.’

         Conan felt sick. This man – or thing – was far more dangerous than he’d thought. ‘But how is he still alive?’ he asked. ‘If he’s getting weaker and has been body-hopping for centuries?’

         Bernie was already rifling through the pages of the book. She stopped at a page that showed three round stones, each with a spiral pattern in the middle.

         ‘With one of these. Three stones that are all that’s left of the original Lia Fáil. Or in English, the Stone of Destiny.’

         Jack snorted. ‘Are you serious? That’s the stupidest name I’ve ever heard.’95

         ‘Don’t blame me,’ said Bernie, frowning over her glasses. ‘Blame antiquity.’

         Conan gazed at the drawing. ‘So what are they?’

         ‘Do you want the long or short version?’ asked Bernie.

         ‘Long,’ said Conan and Yash at the same time that Jack and Jerry said, ‘Short.’

         Bernie smiled. ‘Since we’re opening soon, I’ll be brief. The Lia Fáil was one of four legendary treasures brought to Ireland by the Tuatha Dé Danann, a divine race of beings that once ruled the country. It was responsible for choosing the High King and was said to have the power of rejuvenation.’

         Conan nodded. ‘My ma has creams with “rejuvenation” written on them.’

         Bernie paused to consider him, then laughed. ‘Well, in this case, I would imagine it means letting people live on past their …’

         ‘Best-by date?’ suggested Jerry, rubbing his chin.

         ‘One way of putting it,’ said Bernie. ‘I can’t be sure of the true extent of its power. I know it heightens whatever abilities the user already has. But it is said that the Lia Fáil was destroyed and shattered into three separate stones. Your Mr Kilroe may have one, which is how he summoned Rucht.’

         Conan gasped. ‘So they’re summonstones …’

         The others stared at him,

         ‘What’s a summonstone?’ asked Yash.

         Conan reddened. ‘It just … sounded like a good name for it.’96

         Jack rolled his eyes. ‘Whatever it’s called, Kilroe had one. I saw him at the archway that day with a yellow stone in his hand.’

         ‘Buí,’ piped up Rucht, his yellow eyes smiling. Conan knew enough to know buí meant yellow.

         ‘Buí,’ said Rucht again and tugged Conan’s yellow jacket. ‘Draíocht.’

         Bernie fixed him with a look. ‘Draíocht,’ she said. ‘Magic.’

         ‘Well,’ said Jack. ‘Magic or not, Kilroe doesn’t have it any more. Whatever was in his hand, it shattered. A proper blast, like. Boom!’

         ‘Boom!’ said Rucht.

         They looked up at him. His yellow eyes were gleaming with excitement, his arms wide.

         ‘You know what that means, Rucht?’ asked Conan hopefully. ‘The stone went boom?’

         Rucht started to speak in Irish once more, though Conan could only make out the odd word.

         Luckily, Bernie was ready to translate. ‘You’re right, Jack. The Dealra Dubh has been using one of the stones for centuries to keep himself alive. He used the last of its power to summon Rucht. It shattered to pieces.’

         Bernie peered at Rucht who, despite his absurd size, looked shrunken with fear. ‘Given that Rucht escaped last night, that power is surely unstable.’

         Conan remembered Rucht’s red eyes when he climbed out of 97the archway. ‘Could he control Rucht again if he gets his hands on him?’

         ‘I would imagine so,’ said Bernie. ‘Perhaps if he gets close enough …’

         Conan reached out a hand and patted Rucht’s black fur, hoping to communicate that he wouldn’t let that happen.

         ‘Why summon Rucht, though?’ said Yash, leaning forward on the table. ‘What did he want from a shape-shifter?’

         ‘To steal another stone,’ said Bernie. ‘It’s here somewhere, in Dublin. Or so Mr Kilroe told Rucht. And if he gets his hands on it …’ Her eyes narrowed, as she imagined the horrible possibilities.

         Conan gulped. ‘Doomsday?’

         ‘More likely,’ she said, ‘he’ll use it to find himself a new host.’

         A silence settled on them and Conan knew the others were imagining the same thing as he was: the dark spirit that was inhabiting Mr Kilroe inhabiting one of them instead. Visions of Jack, Yash and Jerry with blood-red eyes invaded his thoughts. He needed to lie down.

         Jerry let out a long, low whistle. ‘Well, that’s a horrifying thought for such a sunny morning.’

         Jack clicked his fingers. ‘Call the army. My uncle’s in it. They’ll sort him out.’

         ‘Oh, I’ve no doubt he’d be stopped,’ agreed Bernie. ‘But we have two problems. One, he’d wreak an enormous amount of havoc before that happened.’98

         Conan gulped. ‘And two?’

         ‘No one will believe us if we tell them,’ said Yash.

         ‘Precisely,’ said Bernie. ‘This creature has hidden in plain sight for centuries. We could march Rucht to the steps of Leinster House right now, but it wouldn’t force Mr Kilroe’s hand. He would still be an innocent old man to anyone he’d meet.’

         Jerry scratched his jaw. ‘So what do we do now?’

         Bernie stood, arms akimbo. ‘I will spend every waking minute finding out all I can about where that stone is. You boys keep Rucht, and more importantly yourselves, safe. Don’t go anywhere near Mr Kilroe until we know what we’re dealing with. There’s no telling what he could do to you given half a chance.’

         A shiver ran through Conan and the hair prickled on the back of his neck. The shine had gone off their adventure a little. If they were standing in the way of some ancient dark spirit’s plans, they had more to fear than their parents finding out about the break-in.

         And then a thought struck him.

         ‘Bernie?’ he asked. ‘You’re a smart woman.’

         Pink pinched the librarian’s cheeks and she smiled. ‘Thank you, young man. Is that a question?’

         ‘It’s just,’ he started, searching for the words. ‘You’ve taken this all very well. I mean, I know we brought Rucht here and there’s no denying him. But all this stuff about the Dealra Dubh … you’re very quick to believe it. For an adult, I mean.’99

         The others looked at her, and Conan knew he had made a fair point. For once, even Yash didn’t roll his eyes.

         Bernie considered Conan for a moment. ‘That’s very true. And I don’t think you’ll find many adults who’ll believe you. Or children, for that matter.’

         She stepped out from behind the table and stood before the arched window, staring out to the cathedral beyond. The soft light silhouetted her slight frame.

         ‘When I was a girl, my father used to tell me stories. And he was a wonderful storyteller, better than any I’ve met since. At the time, I thought he made them up, but most were old folktales, passed down from generation to generation. One was of the banshee. I’m sure you’ve heard of her.’

         ‘Yer one who screams?’ said Jack.

         ‘Eloquently put, Jack,’ said Bernie, not turning from the window. ‘Yes, the spirit whose screams you hear when a loved one dies. Well, my father told me that tale and it chilled the bones of me. But it fascinated me too. It made me feel connected to my home, to the landscape.’

         ‘Shortly after, my father grew ill. One day my mother sent me out to run some errands. Looking back, I realise she just wanted me out of the house.’

         Conan felt the cold hand of dread grip his stomach. The anticipation of a horror he knew was coming but hadn’t plucked up the courage to look in the eye yet.100

         ‘And on the way home I heard it. That scream, coming across the bogs. For years afterwards I tried to convince myself that it was only the imagination of a child. But I heard it. I ran home as fast as my legs would carry me. And of course my father was gone.’

         Conan felt a sting in his eyes and a lump in his throat. He sat frozen like the others, not knowing what to do in situations like this, what was the proper and polite way to react. And then Jerry crossed to the window and wrapped his arms around Bernie in a hug. She jumped slightly as if jolted awake and smiled fondly at him.

         ‘Don’t mind me. That was a long time ago.’

         Jerry broke away. ‘Still. Not nice.’

         It struck Conan that Jerry lived with his grandmother. All these years in class together, and no mention of parents. And he’d never even asked him why.

         ‘No,’ said Bernie, turning to them. ‘It wasn’t. But it convinced me, somewhere in my gut, that these stories have power for a reason. And there’s a lot more to this story bubbling around you now than meets the eye.’

         She gripped Jerry by the shoulder and pressed her glasses into place. ‘Which means there’s work to be done.’
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            Chapter 12

            Consequences

         

         Jack

         By Monday, October’s darkness had latched onto the daytime. Low grey clouds hung unmoving in the air, as if the sun had woken up, glanced outside and decided to stay in bed. Which made the classroom, to Jack, all the more miserable a place to be. At least he didn’t have responsibility for Rucht: Conan was more than happy to take on that challenge. The shape-shifter was content to stay in Conan’s room in the form of a wren or a shrew, being fed dinner scraps and generally being happy that Mr Kilroe hadn’t found him.

         But there was an excitement buzzing inside Jack, making him restless. Bizarre events were happening all around him, and he was now waist-deep in an adventure he didn’t really understand. And the weirdest thing was … he liked it. He supposed it was 102the idea that they might achieve something great. There was also that feeling of being part of a group that was working towards a common goal. It was, he realised, the way he felt on a hurling pitch.

         Not that he would be saying that to anyone else.

         Something wriggled beneath Conan’s desk. Jack stifled a gasp as a tiny shrew – with little antlers – popped its head out of the left pocket of Conan’s schoolbag. Jack swiped his foot across the gap between their desks, kicking Conan’s leg. Conan frowned and followed Jack’s stare, reddening when he saw Rucht peeping out.

         ‘I felt sorry for him,’ whispered Conan. ‘Didn’t want him to be by himself all day.’

         Jack glared. ‘Put him back in.’

         ‘And what do you think, Jack?’

         He turned to Ms Murphy, who stood at the top of the class, book in hand, with an expectant look on her face and a smile playing on her lips. Uh-oh. What lesson were they even in?

         Jack exhaled. ‘Hard to say, Miss. I feel like the situation has a complexity we sometimes fail to grasp.’

         A few sniggers. That was good, especially since Jack had used this line many times before.

         Ms Murphy gave an exaggerated nod. ‘Mmm-hmm. Interesting answer to the question “I wonder how much time Jack Toner spends asleep in my class?”’103

         Oh. Jack reddened. The laughs grew louder.

         Ms Murphy continued hurriedly, wanting to move on. ‘And as I was saying before that, the loss of life during the 1916 Rising was on all sides. A tragic number of children were killed, some for being in the wrong place at the wrong time.’

         ‘That’d be Jack,’ said someone from the back of the classroom with a guffaw. ‘He’d sleepwalk out of class into a line of soldiers.’

         Jack spun around to glare at the jeering face of Sanjay Raval. ‘I’ll sleepwalk my fist into your mouth if you don’t shut up!’

         ‘You need some new comebacks, Jack,’ added slack-mouthed Ciarán Longeran, which particularly stung, given that he was the dopiest person Jack knew.

         ‘I have plenty of comebacks, Flycatcher,’ he shot back.

         Ciarán blinked and closed his mouth.

         ‘Jack!’ said Ms Murphy, a warning in her tone.

         Jack turned back, scowling. The whole class seemed to be staring at him. Mercifully, Yash shot his hand up.

         ‘Yes, Yash?’

         ‘Miss, can you tell us anything about the house across from us? Mr Kilroe’s house?’

         Ms Murphy looked confused. ‘About its role in the Rising? None that I know of, although I could be–’

         ‘No,’ said Yash, cutting across. ‘I just mean in general. Was it ever used for any other purpose? How long has Mr Kilroe lived there?’

         Ms Murphy pushed a strand of blonde hair behind her ear 104and glanced out the window at the tall red-brick structure. ‘I’m not really sure, Yash. What has this got to do with what we’re learning?’

         Yash looked out of his depth all of a sudden, which Jack enjoyed. ‘Well, I mean … you’re always saying that history’s all around us. That we have to search for it in the everyday.’

         ‘I am?’

         Conan joined in. ‘Sure, Miss. And that house looks like it has a lot of history behind it. And Mr Kilroe too, I mean …’

         Ms Murphy considered this. ‘Well, I suppose he is one of the older residents of the area. I could ask him to come in and give a talk about his own life–’

         ‘No!’ screamed Conan.

         Every eye in the room trained on him. He immediately reddened and shrank into his seat.

         ‘Just ’cos,’ began Jerry, trying to rescue the situation. ‘He’s really old, like. He might fall.’

         ‘He might fall?’ said Ms Murphy, her tone flat and one eyebrow arched. ‘Walking the six metres from his house to our school?’

         The twenty-odd other boys in the room exchanged looks of pure puzzlement.

         ‘Exactly,’ chimed in Jack, feeling he would take one for the team. ‘Can’t be too careful. Don’t want a lawsuit on your hands.’

         ‘Well, it wouldn’t be on my hands,’ said Ms Murphy, closing the history book and looking thoroughly perplexed. 105

         ‘On the school’s hands,’ said Jerry. ‘We could be closed down. None of us would get an education.’

         ‘That’s not how …’ said Ms Murphy, pinching the bridge of her nose. She shook her head. ‘I am so confused.’

         A knock rattled the door.

         ‘Oh, thank God,’ said Ms Murphy and hopped off her desk. ‘Come in.’

         The door opened and Mrs Lynch, the principal, stood in the doorway. She was a petite, dark-haired woman with beady eyes that always scanned the room when she came in. Usually, those eyes were looking for Jack. They’d had many ‘chats’ over the years, incidents that would see Jack dragged to her office. Rarely his fault, of course. And despite the amount of times he’d had to sit across from her desk being berated, he thought she was a fair woman. He always sat a little straighter when she entered a room.

         Mrs Lynch crossed her arms behind her back and the beady eyes did their thing.

         ‘Jack Toner, Conan Reilly, Yash Joshi and Jericho Regidor. Come with me, please.’

         Jack slunk from his chair to follow. He’d done this countless times, but the other three? He had no idea how they’d cope. He assumed it must be very dramatic and frightening for them to be called to the principal’s office.

         ‘What did we do, Miss?’ he asked as he followed her down the corridor, ignoring the nervous, fearful glances from the others.106

         She turned the corner onto the tiny corridor that held her office. Then she gestured inside. ‘I think I’ll let our guest explain that.’

         Jack’s stomach twisted. He stopped dead and the others crashed into him. Conan squealed.

         Mrs Lynch stood at the open door of her office and gestured inside impatiently. ‘Well, in you go.’

         Gulping, Jack stumbled forward. Inside the office, a thin man in a dark suit sat with his back to them, in the same spot Jack had sat so many times. Then Mr Kilroe turned, unfurling himself to his full height. The black sunglasses covered his eyes, and the smile that cut across his face creased every wrinkle in his skin. Every bit of him seemed the essence of calm pleasantness. But Jack noticed the hand that gripped the chair go white at the knuckles.

         ‘Good afternoon, boys.’
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            Chapter 13

            The Weakest Link

         

         Conan

         Conan shrank behind the protective wall that was Jerry’s back. His world became a dark blur, cut by the bone-white smile of Mr Kilroe. He seemed terrifyingly out of place in that small office, like a character from a horror story showing up in a daytime soap.

         ‘In,’ said Mrs Lynch in clipped tones.

         She ushered them forward, her arms wide. It reminded Conan of a documentary he’d seen once that showed lambs being brought to the slaughterhouse. He’d gone vegetarian for a whole two weeks afterwards, which he still thought was impressive.

         The tiny room barely deserved to be called an office. It was more like a lift with shelves and a desk. Mrs Lynch seemed to 108have miscalculated letting them in first, but she said nothing and moved between them and around to her side of the desk, taking an agonisingly long time. Even her perfume had little space to circulate and clogged Conan’s nostrils.

         And all the while, Mr Kilroe kept his sunglasses-covered gaze directed at Conan. Thin lips stretched in a bitter smile, lined at the edges like scratches on a door.

         He knows I’m the weakest. He knows I’ll be the easiest to intimidate. And he was right. Knowing now what Mr Kilroe was – not a sinister old man but something much more ancient and powerful – terrified him. A musty smell wafted from Mr Kilroe’s suit, making Conan cough.

         ‘Conan Reilly, for goodness’ sake, will you stop trembling!’ snapped Mrs Lynch. ‘If only you’d been this afraid a few nights ago when you broke into this poor man’s house.’

         Conan swallowed. Had he been trembling? He must have been. The others stared at him.

         Mr Kilroe chuckled. It sounded like a broken bit of metal rattling in a car engine. ‘Oh, don’t be too hard on them on my account. I just think it’s very unsafe for children so young to be out gallivanting in the middle of the night.’

         ‘We weren’t gallivanting!’ blurted Conan.

         Yash shot him a look. Jack groaned.

         ‘No?’ asked Mrs Lynch. ‘Well, enlighten us as to what your aim was.’109

         Conan looked at the others for help, but they each avoided his gaze. It felt like the day this all started, when he was stuck with one leg out the window. It was too late to go back now.

         ‘We saw something. Someone, I mean.’

         Mrs Lynch raised her left eyebrow. Never a good sign.

         ‘Who?’

         ‘Someone dangerous. A big fella. We thought he’d broken into Mr Kilroe’s house. So we decided to go and see if he was okay.’

         Mr Kilroe stiffened. In his rambling, Conan had hit on something not far from the truth, and it had struck a nerve with this … thing.

         ‘Indeed,’ said Mrs Lynch. ‘You thought an old man was in danger so you said nothing to the adults around you, but waited a few hours and set your alarm for two in the morning to go rescue him. Is that it?’

         Conan scratched his head. ‘I didn’t say it was a good plan.’

         ‘It’s not a very good excuse either, judging by the expressions on your comrades’ faces.’

         Conan kept his eyes on the floor, his cheeks burning hot.

         Then something creaked. Conan watched in frozen horror as Mr Kilroe grasped his cane and turned, looking every bit the brittle old man. With his spare hand, he reached out. Conan’s heart thumped madly as if trying to break out of his chest to swat the hand away. But the hand landed firmly on his shoulder and Conan quivered under the touch. It felt ice cold, even through his school shirt.110

         ‘No harm done, Mrs Lynch,’ said Mr Kilroe kindly. ‘I’m a bit flattered by their concern, to be honest. If that concern is genuine, could I suggest something?’

         Mrs Lynch looked a little taken aback. ‘Of course.’

         ‘That house of mine is a bit of a handful for one old man to maintain. And not a soul to help me. Perhaps letting the boys do a little light housework for me after school would be a more fitting punishment than lines or detention, or whatever the current disciplinary trend is?’

         Conan whimpered. No, surely not. They couldn’t be sent back to that place, knowing what he was. Jack looked set to put a fist through the wall. Jerry blanched. Yash’s eyes flitted from Mrs Lynch to Mr Kilroe and back and his expression said she surely couldn’t agree to this.

         She did look a little flustered. Conan willed her to see sense. Mr Kilroe might look like a harmless, fragile old man, but this was surely against some policy? Then again, their actions were as bad as they came. And the house was pretty much on the school grounds. Maybe in those circumstances …

         Mr Kilroe raised a delicate, liver-spotted hand to his sunglasses. Gazing at the floor, he removed them, picked a paisley handkerchief from his pocket and wiped the lenses. Then he looked up, smiled at Mrs Lynch and placed the sunglasses back on his face.

         Mrs Lynch straightened. Conan noticed a ring of faint red 111around her pupils and elbowed Jack. Jack scowled before following Conan’s gaze to Mrs Lynch’s eyes. His face fell.

         ‘You know what?’ said Mrs Lynch. ‘Go for it. They’re already in detention for lighting a fire in the bathroom and starting an all-out brawl, and Lord knows I don’t have the time or the will to invent some other punishment bar expulsion.’

         ‘By God,’ said Mr Kilroe with his rattling chuckle. His cold fingers dug into Conan’s shoulder. ‘A lively bunch of lads.’

         Mrs Lynch stood, putting an end to the meeting. ‘Indeed. Considering they’d hardly spoken to each other less than a week ago. So yes, I will send them straight after school, if that suits you, Mr Kilroe?’

         Those thin lips stretched once more, causing a dozen wrinkles to crack across his face like fractures in dry earth. ‘You’re very kind.’

         He released his hand from Conan’s shoulder, tapped a bony finger against his forehead in salute and spun with surprising grace towards the door.

         A curtain of dizziness came down over Conan. Splodges of darkness began to blot out the edges of his vision. He could feel the blood rush through his body much too quickly. Was this what fainting was like? He couldn’t faint in school. He’d be known as ‘Sleepy Conan’ for the rest of his life.

         Someone was starting to argue. Jack, he thought. Complaining, no doubt. But Conan couldn’t hear through the ringing in his 112ears. Then Mrs Lynch was shouting and pointing to the door. Something about finding a new school. Jerry steered him towards the hallway with the others.

         Only when the principal’s office door slammed shut did Conan’s senses slowly start to creep back. And when the fog in his mind settled, he wished they hadn’t. Because the truth of his situation was clear: in a few hours’ time, they had a date with a demon.
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            Chapter 14

            The World’s Worst Detectives

         

         Jack

         The tick of the classroom clock felt sharp to Jack’s ears. It seemed to have sped up, its tempo a little quicker. Fate – if there was such a thing – was mocking him. Every day of school, since the moment he’d set foot in the place as a four-year-old, had dragged. But not today. This day was in a hurry.

         At half past two, the bell rang. He sat rooted while all around him boys slung their bags on their backs and carelessly tossed their chairs onto the tables. As the class filed out the door, Darren and Tom lingered.

         ‘Coming, Toner?’ asked Darren.

         Jack shook his head. ‘Can’t. Detention.’

         Tom’s pointed face twisted into a sardonic smirk. ‘Again? 114Oh, he’s a bad egg this one, isn’t he, Miss?’ He fanned his face mockingly.

         Ms Murphy pulled the window shut. ‘Off you go, Tom.’

         Tom slunk out, giving a much ruder gesture this time, but Jack chose to ignore it. Only himself, Conan, Yash and Jerry remained in the room. They finally rose and fidgeted pointlessly with their bags in a bid to buy some time. Ms Murphy placed the window pole back on its hook and stood with her hands on her hips, the look on her face halfway between frustration and pity.

         ‘Off to Death Row are we, lads?’

         ‘You have no idea,’ muttered Jack.

         As he trudged along the corridor and out into the cold October air, he found himself at the front of the group. When it came to asking librarians for help, he was not their natural leader. When it came to punishment, however, it seemed he was.

         Mrs Lynch stood at the front door, waving off the classes and making sure the juniors went with the right parents. She inhaled deeply as she saw the four coming. Her eyes had that end-of-shift look that Jack’s mother sometimes wore.

         ‘I’ve phoned all your parents,’ she said curtly.

         Yash let out a little whimper. What a shock it would be to Mr and Mrs Joshi. Jack took a bitter pleasure in that.

         ‘They’re all in agreement to let you help Mr Kilroe with whatever he needs for the next …’ she glanced at her watch ‘… hour or so, let’s say.’115

         ‘And if he murders us?’ asked Jack, not quite sure whether he was joking or not.

         She frowned. ‘Please don’t be so dramatic, Mr Toner. I’d say there’s more chance of your mother murdering you after what you’ve done, don’t you?’

         She shooed them along, over to the high stone wall in front of Mr Kilroe’s house. Jack didn’t have an answer for her anyway. His mother would be furious, sure, but he’d handled that before. The fear churning in his gut right now was different from the fear of a tongue-lashing. This fear was sharp and bitter and endless. Worse things could happen to him in Mr Kilroe’s house, things he couldn’t put into words.

         As if reading his mind, Jerry said, ‘Is there a word for when you’re so scared you might ruin your underwear?’

         Yash shook his head, dazed. ‘Don’t think so.’

         ‘Should be.’

         Jack took in the crumbling, red-brick dwelling that loomed over the stone wall.

         ‘How about Jerrified?’ he said.

         Jerry cast an uncharacteristic scowl at him, but it felt good to joke.

         Conan let out a little yelp. ‘I almost forgot!’ Then he unzipped his schoolbag and pulled the little shrew form of Rucht from it. Rucht sat in Conan’s cupped hands and looked up at him with watery yellow eyes. ‘Rucht, I need you to wait out here and hide,’ 116said Conan, then gave Yash a meaningful look.

         Yash dutifully translated for him.

         ‘And if we don’t come back, go to Bernie and tell her to avenge us,’ added Conan.

         ‘I’m not translating that,’ said Yash.

         Jack shook his head at the thought of an elderly librarian avenging anything. Conan placed Rucht on the ground and they watched him scurry along the wall until he reached the safety of the bushes. Fathers walked by, dragging their kids away from their friends in a rush to get home. Mothers chatted about kitchen renovations, fiddling with sunglasses on their heads, which were hardly necessary. These people seemed to live in a different world from them, a world where myths were myths, and the past was the past. If he ran, right now, Jack wondered if he could escape back into that world.

         Conan cleared his throat. ‘Should we knock, or …’

         A creak. The green garden door opened like a wound. Mr Kilroe stood in the archway, his thin mouth stretched in a smile. ‘There they are: the condemned. Follow me, boys.’

         He cast a pleasant wave across to Mrs Lynch and hobbled up the pathway like a frail cripple. Jack held the garden door for Jerry, who held it for Yash, who held it for Conan, who let it go. With a click, it closed. The sound seemed to flick a switch in the old man. His gait straightened and he strode with quick, confident steps and thrust open the door to the house.117

         Jack followed behind as they passed through the narrow corridor into the main hall. Weak autumnal rays of light filtered through the arched windows, revealing peeling door frames and bare walls. A metal door with a padlocked chain caught his eye. He wondered whether more creatures like Rucht were imprisoned behind it.

         ‘You don’t want to see what’s in there, Jack,’ said Mr Kilroe in his gravelly voice, following Jack’s gaze.

         The sound of his name in the old man’s mouth made vomit rise in Jack’s gullet.

         Mr Kilroe’s brogues clicked on the tiles as he crossed to the staircase. The boys followed, retracing their steps from the first night. Up the stairs they trailed to the first floor, passing the portrait of Mr Kilroe and the young man with the pipe. Jack tried not to inhale that musty, deathly smell as they continued into the library room where they’d first met Rucht. The curtains were drawn, the room cloaked in shadow, with the only light coming from a fire crackling in the hearth.

         Mr Kilroe pivoted on one heel, watching as they filed in. ‘You’ll remember this room, I’m sure. It’s the library.’

         ‘You don’t say,’ said Jack. The words had come before he could stop them. Someone kicked him from behind.

         Mr Kilroe’s mouth stiffened. There was a flash of movement and the burn of a smack stung Jack’s cheek. He recoiled and his feet tripped on the carpet, sending him crashing to the ground.118

         The old man’s shadow covered him. ‘I like smart people,’ he seethed, staring down at him, ‘but you’re the wrong kind of smart.’

         Blood pounded in Jack’s ears. His muscles quivered, though whether through anger or fear he couldn’t be sure. Nobody hit him and got away with it. Nobody embarrassed him in front of his classmates. He could feel the heat of their stares, waiting for him to react. But how was he supposed to fight back? What chance did he have against this … thing? He settled for getting to his feet with as much dignity as he could muster.

         Mr Kilroe’s mouth twisted in disgust. One liver-spotted hand rose to his sunglasses and removed them gracefully, folding them into the breast pocket of his suit. Folds of skin sagged across his eyelids, but the eyes themselves were luminous with terrible life. All Jack had remembered about them was the crimson red. But there was more; the colour eddied like wind-blown smoke. Minuscule black pupils, unlike any he had seen, were ringed by thin circles of the same black.

         Jack inhaled steadily, desperate to calm himself. The old man turned and crossed to a plush green armchair in front of one of the many bookshelves. He sat and crossed his legs before pulling a pipe from his jacket pocket. From the shelves behind him, shadows shifted and more sets of red eyes blinked to life. A chorus of growls rumbled out from the darkness and, as they moved closer into the firelight, Jack froze in fear. Four hounds with scarlet eyes paced behind Mr Kilroe’s chair, all sinewy and 119black. Ribs protruded from their sides and drool spilled over razor-sharp teeth. They looked like dogs that had been scrawled in ink by someone in a vicious rage. Jack stumbled backward, the heavy breathing of the others loud in his ears.

         ‘You are not the first to cotton on to me,’ said Mr Kilroe, lowering a hand to stroke the bony head of the nearest hound. ‘To guess I might be something other than an eccentric old man. But I must say, you are by far the stupidest. Breaking into my home? What on earth did you think you’d achieve?’

         Jack wasn’t ready to speak. He hoped one of the others would provide an answer, but they all looked how he felt.

         ‘And Rucht?’ continued Mr Kilroe. ‘Where is he?’

         ‘Gone!’ said Conan, far too loudly, through a mouthful of saliva. ‘He’s long gone. Far away.’

         Mr Kilroe tilted his head. ‘Oh, Conan. Don’t ever play poker. I know you’re hiding him. He’s a bumbling idiot, and I have much stronger creatures at my disposal. But Rucht has his uses.’

         Conan looked to Jack, his eyes bulging with fear, begging to be reassured. But Rucht was fine. He wasn’t the one standing in this room.

         ‘Let’s hear it, then,’ said Mr Kilroe. He stuffed tobacco into the end of his pipe with bony fingers and slipped a book of matches from another pocket. A spark flared and he touched it to the pipe before shaking it out. ‘What have the world’s worst detectives learned about me?’
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            Chapter 15

            The Vessel

         

         Jack

         ‘You’re a demon,’ said Yash, doing a decent job of keeping his voice steady.

         Mr Kilroe’s lips twisted in disgust. ‘Demon is a Greek word. It does not describe what I am. Spirit would be more accurate, if you’re going to use foreign terms.’ He inhaled deeply from the pipe and blew a coil of grey smoke casually into the air. Jack had to remind himself that the man before them was just a puppet being controlled by something evil. But he sounded so much like any other ageing Dubliner you might find in the corner of a dark pub, supping a pint. Just one with more arrogance and spite.

         ‘A spirit, then,’ said Yash. ‘A dark sheen, or dealra dubh in Irish. You’re a trickster who uses the power of other beings for your own gain.’121

         Mr Kilroe twisted his bottom lip and nodded. ‘Sharp as a tack, Yash. Always willing to show off your depths of knowledge. What is it you’re trying to prove?’

         Yash’s ears turned red and his mouth opened and closed like a goldfish’s.

         ‘What you need to remember is that it takes very little nowadays to seem smart. All the information in the world can be stored in your pocket. Knowing lots really only means that you spend too much time alone. That maybe, deep down, you just feel sad.’

         Jack tried not to look at Yash. These were things he’d always wanted to say to him himself, but still …

         ‘Hey!’ said Jerry, his round eyes flushed with pity.

         ‘Hey?’ asked Mr Kilroe, his chin jutting upward. ‘Is that all you can manage to say, Jericho? Not surprising for such an empty vessel.’

         Hurt etched itself across Jerry’s face, then his eyes darkened. ‘I’m not a vessel. None of us are ever going to let you possess us.’

         Mr Kilroe paused mid-drag of his pipe, then almost spat a cloud of smoke from his lips. Growls rumbled from the throats of the four sinewy hounds. A pool of spit had formed beneath each. Jack’s heart thumped. Jerry had clearly struck a nerve.

         Mr Kilroe puffed the pipe once more. ‘Let?’ he sneered. ‘You don’t let me. I make you. Folk always say they won’t sign their lives away. But I don’t give them a choice. They do it out of desperation. The question is, what will make you desperate?’122

         Jack scanned the room for something, anything, to help their situation. His eyes landed on a poker by the crackling fire and thought how good it would feel to bring it down on the old man.

         ‘I’m sorry, Jack,’ purred Mr Kilroe, noticing his distraction. ‘Is this all going over your head? You never were able to keep up.’

         Redness blurred the edges of Jack’s vision and he clenched his fists. A growl erupted from the hounds.

         ‘Don’t, Jack!’ pleaded Conan.

         Mr Kilroe’s mouth curved horribly, like a carved pumpkin with a pipe in its teeth. ‘Yes, Jack. Listen to your little hanger-on. Your unwanted shadow. The one person here who’s most happy about this sad little adventure because it lets him pretend that he has friends.’

         Conan’s face crumpled. His eyes glistened. Jack wanted to reach out a hand to comfort him but it was like trying to thread a needle – he knew it was possible, but he just didn’t have it in his skillset.

         ‘This body,’ said Mr Kilroe, ‘does not have long. I can feel it eating itself from the inside. Every day it falls apart more. I will have a new vessel soon. If not one of yours, then someone else’s.’

         At that, he placed two bony fingers into his mouth and pinched one of his incisors. Jack winced at the sound of the tooth being wrenched away from the gum. Mr Kilroe eyed the rotten tooth in disgust and cast it towards Jack’s feet where it landed in a spatter of blood.123

         ‘See?’ said Mr Kilroe with that same, bitter smile. ‘My bite can’t be that bad.’

         Jack’s mind scrambled, trying to focus. The thought of them dying in this house and not being heard from again … his ma would never recover. And Lucy … she needed her brother. Which meant Jack needed time to think of a way to get them out of there alive. Which meant keeping Mr Kilroe talking by teasing him with what they knew.

         ‘Threaten us all you want,’ said Jack. ‘But if you kill us, there’s even less a chance you’ll see Rucht again. And then he won’t be able to steal that stone for you.’

         Mr Kilroe continued to smirk, but there was a twitch at the edge of it. He rose to his feet, cane in one hand and pipe in the other, and crossed to the sepia-coloured map that hung above the fireplace. Jack saw inky scrawls that marked both Newgrange and Dublin.

         ‘Do you know how long I searched for that stone?’ said Mr Kilroe. ‘Centuries. As soon as I realised the stone I had was fading each time I used it, I scoured every corner of the country, forgetting, as the years passed, that the world I belonged to had faded from memory. It had become buried away, lost to time. Until Michael Kilroe uncovered it.’

         Yash gulped. ‘That’s who you possessed?’

         Mr Kilroe still stared at the map, unmoving. ‘No, Michael is who I killed. His father, Jonathan, is who I possessed.’124

         Jack caught the eyes of Conan, Yash and Jerry, and was glad to see they looked as confused and terrified as he felt. All four of them huddled closer as the hounds began to circle, their tongues licking sharp teeth, closing them off from Mr Kilroe, who now stood staring at the map as if they weren’t there.

         ‘Well, Michael Kilroe was one of many to excavate Brú na Bóinne,’ continued Mr Kilroe. ‘You’d know it as Newgrange, a foul anglicisation if you ask me. But it was there that one part of the Lia Fáil lay for millennia, until Michael found it. Until I stole it from him.’

         Jack kept his eyes on teeth of the closest hound and tried to keep his voice calm. ‘If you stole it from him, why don’t you still have it?’

         Beside Jack, Conan whimpered as a hound brushed his leg.

         ‘I’m ashamed to say he outwitted me,’ said Mr Kilroe. ‘He was able to place it where I cannot go. It was the last thing he did before I killed him.’

         Mr Kilroe plucked a wooden box from the mantlepiece below the map and prised it open. From it, he took an ornate brass key and placed the box back on the mantlepiece. Then he twirled the key between his thumb and forefinger.

         ‘Which is why I need Rucht to get it for me.’

         ‘Why Rucht?’ whispered Conan.

         ‘I’ve tried playing the poor old man, asking well-meaning folk to get it for me,’ said Mr Kilroe, glowering at the key. ‘But 125when they hear the details of what’s involved, they refuse. Rucht, on the other hand, is one of the few beings I can summon that can look like a human and go unnoticed. Or at least, he could. Coming through the gateway seems to have congealed all his forms together. But despite that, he can be a small and nimble, like he was when he broke you out of the church. Or large and powerful and rip the damned door off and give me what’s mine.’

         He let out a long, slow breath and then he placed the key in his jacket pocket. Jack decided there and then that he was not leaving without it. But first, he’d need Mr Kilroe to be angry. Fighting every instinct he had, he lunged past the old man and grabbed the poker from beside the fireplace.

         Four vicious snarls rang out as the hounds circled closer. Not a wrinkle or a twitch betrayed the old man’s emotionless face. Only his left hand, which was white with rage as it seemed about to crush the handle of his cane.

         ‘Jack!’ cried Yash. ‘What are you doing?’

         Jack steeled himself, gripping the poker. ‘You’re not getting your hands on Rucht, and you’re not getting that stone.’

         Then he swiped the poker in an arc towards Mr Kilroe, who stumbled backwards to avoid it. One of the hounds pounced and Jack swung once more, the poker making a sickening sound as it connected with the beast’s ribs. In a split second, Jack launched himself at Mr Kilroe in a flurry of fists and, amidst the flurry, swiped the key from his pocket and placed it in his own. 126

         Several things happened at once. Conan and Yash screamed at Jack to stop and Jerry roared in anguish. Jack turned in time to see one of the hounds clamp its teeth around Jerry’s arm before Mr Kilroe recovered and tossed Jack to the floor like a rag doll.

         There was a sound like air being sliced. Jack didn’t have time to scramble away as a silver blade, glinting in the firelight, filled the space between him and Mr Kilroe, who leered down at him with evil satisfaction. He had ripped the blade from within his cane like the spine from an animal’s back. The sharp point sat just under Jack’s Adam’s apple, so close he was afraid to swallow.

         Jack felt the point of the blade come closer, pinching the skin of his neck. A tremor ran through him. Jerry, nursing his wounded arm, began to plead with Mr Kilroe to stop but Jack couldn’t make out the words for the pounding of blood in his ears. Yash and Conan joined in, waving their hands.

         And then another sound cut through all the rest.

         The doorbell.
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            Chapter 16

            The Key

         

         Conan

         Conan froze.

         The doorbell? 

         Did demons – or spirits, or whatever he liked to call himself – get visitors? Especially ones that rang the bell instead of fiddling the lock like they had?

         Mr Kilroe’s grip was deathly still on the handle of the cane-sword. He cocked an oversized ear to the sound while his smile spoiled like old milk.

         A wave of relief washed through Conan at the thought of some brave rescuer coming to save them. But what if Mr Kilroe had an accomplice? A creature twice as nasty who would scramble up those stairs on all fours and tear them limb from limb?

         Or – oh God – could it be his mother?128

         Rat-tat-tat. 

         Whoever it was, they were persistent. Mr Kilroe grunted and sheathed the blade. It slid back into the cane with a hiss. A dismissive flick of his hand and his hounds slunk back into the shadows. Pipe still clamped between his teeth, the old man quenched the devilish glow of red eyes with his sunglasses and stomped out of the room.

         Jack was splayed on the floor, tears blurring his eyes. Conan ran to help him up but he was swatted away.

         ‘I’m fine.’

         ‘I thought he was going to kill you,’ whispered Conan.

         ‘He was,’ said Jerry. ‘Who do you think’s at the door?’

         Yash crept to the doorway out of the library, tilting his head towards the sound as Mr Kilroe descended the stairs. ‘Maybe it’s Bernie?’

         ‘Great,’ said Jack, rubbing his throat. ‘Ancient librarian to the rescue.’

         Yash scurried to the landing and peered over the banister. ‘Let’s get out of here while he’s distracted.’

         A latch clicked from downstairs, followed by the sound of a door creaking open.

         ‘Hi, Mr Kilroe, isn’t it?’

         Conan’s heart leapt. He knew that voice.

         ‘I’m Karen Murphy. I teach across the road.’

         The boys exchanged a glance. They had to warn her.129

         ‘Ah, Ms Murphy. How is it that I can help?’

         Conan followed Yash to the banister and then to the first step of the stairs. They crouched low, trying to angle themselves for a view of the door. All they could see was the shard of daylight that spilled into the entrance hall, sliced in two by Mr Kilroe’s shadow.

         ‘This is going to sound strange,’ she began, ‘but my … umm … my car keys are on your floor.’

         ‘Excuse me?’

         Agitation crept into Mr Kilroe’s voice. He must have thought he was done with the frail-old-man act for the day, thought Conan. He crept further down the stairs, crouching low behind Yash. Jack and Jerry followed. As the stairs curved downward, the door came into view. Ms Murphy’s unmistakable blonde head appeared over Mr Kilroe’s shoulder.

         ‘We should warn her,’ whispered Conan. ‘He could kill her.’

         ‘I know it sounds ridiculous,’ continued Ms Murphy, ‘but a mouse or rat or something startled me when I was getting into my car and it just scooped them up in its mouth and carried them up to your door. I guess it must have squeezed under the gap.’

         Conan and Yash looked at each other. Rucht.

         ‘Correct,’ said Mr Kilroe. ‘That does sound ridiculous.’

         ‘And yet there they are.’ Ms Murphy laughed nervously. ‘At your feet. The keys.’

         Cracked brown leaves blew in on the wind and danced around the old man’s feet. Between them sat a set of car keys. 130Conan was going to kiss Rucht as soon as he saw him. Mr Kilroe heaved a sigh and pushed them towards her with his right foot. Eyeing him with growing suspicion, Ms Murphy bent and picked them up.

         ‘Well then,’ said Mr Kilroe. ‘Now you have them.’

         Beside Conan, Jerry winced in pain.

         Jack eyed the wound with concern and said, ‘Right, we’re out of here. Follow me.’

         Conan gulped as he watched Jack march down the stairs. The jut of his chin seemed to say, ‘Try and throttle me with my teacher here.’

         ‘Miss!’ called Jack as he reached the bottom.

         Ms Murphy frowned. ‘Jack. I’d forgotten you boys were here. Where are the others?’

         ‘Upstairs,’ he said, brushing past Mr Kilroe on his way out. Conan could see the door almost splinter in the old man’s white-knuckled grip. ‘We need to go. Jerry’s been bitten.’

         Ms Murphy paled, then shot a look of exasperation at Mr Kilroe. ‘Excuse me? Bitten by what?’

         ‘One of his dogs,’ said Jack, holding Mr Kilroe’s gaze. ‘He’ll need one of those injections in his a–.’ He cleared his throat. ‘His bum.’

         Conan could almost hear the old man’s jaw grinding as he, Yash and Jerry, cradling his bloodied arm, descended the stairs. They hobbled towards the door in formation as if tied together 131by their ankles. Conan pressed himself as far away from the old man as he could and slid out the door.

         Fire filled Ms Murphy’s eyes as she stared at Mr Kilroe, a teacher-glare years in the making. ‘You didn’t think to tell me this?’

         Mr Kilroe’s voice came in a growl. ‘The boy is fine. A minor scratch.’

         ‘Well,’ said Ms Murphy, her lips a thin line. ‘We’ll see about that. We’re leaving.’

         Ignoring his furious scowl, she turned on her heel and ushered them down the garden path and out the garden door to the cobbled street in front of the school. Conan’s heart pounded. He scanned his surroundings for any sign of a shrew with antlers. Surely Rucht had the sense to scamper home before they left?

         With a push of a button, Ms Murphy popped open the boot of her car and rooted between a gear bag and a stack of copy books. Then she produced a little green box with ‘First Aid’ printed on it.

         ‘Jerry, come here.’

         Jerry crossed to her, propping his right arm up with his left hand. Conan was glad to see that it looked better than he’d expected. A slight puncture to the skin and a skinny stream of blood.

         ‘You were lucky,’ said Ms Murphy, wiping the wound with antiseptic. ‘It could have been worse. What kind of dog was it?’

         Jerry looked to the others for help. ‘I’m not sure how to answer that, Miss.’132

         She narrowed her eyes and wrapped a bandage around Jerry’s arm. ‘That should do for now but show your granny as soon as you get home, do you hear me? And I want you all to stay away from that house. I can’t pretend to know what’s going on with you four, but it ends now. No more fires. No more fighting. No more breaking into houses. God, that I even have to say those words!’

         ‘But Miss,’ pleaded Conan, ignoring the voice in his head that told him he shouldn’t. ‘You need to understand what he’s up to.’

         With hands firmly on hips, she gazed up at the darkening sky and inhaled deeply.

         ‘What, Conan? What is he up to? Leading a branch of the mafia from his attic?’

         ‘No. He’s trying to find this stone. He can possess people’s bodies and summon all sorts of mad creatures. We think he might want to possess one of us.’

         Ms Murphy shook her head. Her anger seemed to melt into pity. ‘You know, Conan, this doomsday stuff was funny when you were six. But I think, before primary school ends, you should try to grow up.’

         Conan cast his eyes to the ground. She wasn’t being mean. She was just saying the same thing his parents always said. But he’d happily grow up, if only he wasn’t telling the truth.

         ‘He’s not making it up, Miss,’ muttered Yash.

         Ms Murphy sighed. ‘Yash, of all people, I thought you would have sense. Go home, all of you. Take a good look in the mirror 133and ask yourselves what you want out of your last year in this school. And how you want to be remembered.’

         ‘You’re right, Miss,’ said Jack. ‘They’re making it up. We’re sorry.’

         Ms Murphy nodded and sat into her car. They watched her drive off in silence.

         ‘Thanks for backing us up, Jack,’ said Yash, his face aglow with righteous fury.

         ‘What’s the point?’ said Jack. ‘She was never going to believe us. Better to apologise and move on. It’s way easier.’

         ‘I wouldn’t know,’ said Yash.

         ‘’Course you wouldn’t, golden boy.’

         ‘Oh, shut up!’ said Jerry, his normally mild face creased into an angry frown. ‘We’d figure out a way out of this mess if you two would spend less time taking pot shots at each other.’

         ‘He’s right,’ said Conan. ‘We need your smarts, Yash. And Jack, we need your … Jackness.’

         Jack rolled his eyes. ‘Don’t worry. I’ve already figured out what to do next.’

         He dug his hand into his pocket and plucked out a brass key.

         Conan gaped. ‘Is that …?’

         ‘The key to the next stone,’ said Jack with a satisfied smile.

         Jerry clapped Jack on the shoulder. ‘You beautiful, crazy genius.’

         ‘The question is,’ said Yash, ‘if this is the key, where’s the lock?’

         Wind whipped around their ankles, carrying a swirl of autumn 134leaves across the cobbles. There was only one person Conan trusted with this. And she just happened to be in his new favourite place in the whole city. He puffed out his chest, primed for adventure. ‘We need to ask the smartest person we know.’

         There was a pause. Jerry squinted and then jerked his head at Yash. ‘He’s right here, Conan.’

         Conan sighed. ‘Fine. The second smartest.’
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            Chapter 17

            We Need A Name

         

         Jack

         A steady vibration buzzed in Jack’s pocket as they cycled back to Marsh’s Library. His ma, most likely. Somehow, the prospect of being in monumental trouble had washed off him already. They’d made themselves sworn enemies of an evil spirit that would stop at nothing to get what it wanted. His mother, as demonic as she could be when he really pushed her buttons, paled in comparison.

         ‘Maybe we just shouldn’t ever go home,’ called Conan from the rear, huffing and puffing over the wind.

         ‘I’m with Conan,’ chimed in Jerry, a clack of rusted gears from his battered bike nearly drowning out his words. ‘Let’s see if Bernie has a spare room.’

         Jack was inclined to agree. At least his ma expected little of him. He couldn’t imagine how Conan’s overdramatic mother, 136Jerry’s sweet little granny and Yash’s stuffy parents would take it.

         The darkening blue sky was shot through with black clouds as they reached the stone walls of the library. Jack felt flushed despite the chill. Adrenaline coursed through him, along with a nervous energy that the cycle over hadn’t burned off. They tossed their bikes aside and raced through the arch and up the stone steps.

         The doors were closed. A sign displaying the opening times told them the library was closed on Mondays. Jack swore.

         ‘Let’s just try tomorrow,’ said Yash.

         ‘You must be joking,’ scoffed Jack, hammering on the door with a closed fist.

         Silence.

         They shuffled on the spot like abandoned puppies. Then a click. The door creaked open and Bernie peered out, her face pale, eyes wide. She relaxed when she saw them, and pulled the door open wide with a soft smile.

         ‘You’re making a habit of this, Mr Toner.’

         Jack grinned. ‘Last time. Promise.’

         
             

         

         Bernie paced the length of the aisle, her shoes pattering softly on the carpet. Her hand covered her mouth. She was taking a very long time to digest what they’d just told her.

         ‘So you were inside his house again?’ she asked for the second time.137

         Jack nodded. ‘Not by choice, obviously.’

         ‘And he admitted to being the Dealra Dubh?’

         ‘Yup. Got very tetchy when we suggested he was a demon.’

         ‘He was a little more than tetchy,’ said Yash. ‘He was going to kill Jack. Before our teacher showed up.’

         Bernie squinted hard. ‘He what?’

         ‘It’s true.’ Jerry sliced a finger across his throat and stuck out his tongue.

         Bernie pawed the air for support before her hand found the nearest bookcase. ‘Well, you know what this means. You’re done. No more looking into this. And send Rucht away. Better yet, send him here to me.’

         ‘We can’t do that!’ said Conan.

         ‘Listen,’ she commanded. ‘Before, it was speculation. Suspicion. Now we know for sure what he is. How dangerous he is.’

         Yash glowered. ‘But who else will stop him if we don’t?’

         Another good point. A hint of grudging respect stirred in Jack.

         Bernie sighed. ‘That’s not your concern. You can’t put your young lives at risk.’

         ‘Our lives are already at risk!’ said Jack.

         Jerry nodded. ‘We’re a target now. Might as well try to stop him. It’s the only way to keep us safe, even if that’s a con … condi … contra …’

         ‘Contradiction,’ offered Yash.

         ‘And we need to keep Rucht safe,’ added Conan, worry creasing 138his brow. ‘We can’t let people find out about him. The FBI will probably come and take him and do tests and stuff.’

         Jack pinched his nose. ‘You’re in Dublin, Conan, not Detroit.’

         For the first time, Jack noted, they were all on the same page (aside from Conan thinking he was in a Hollywood movie). Blue hues of twilight filled the tall windows along the narrow library walls. It felt safe in here, and he wondered why that was. It didn’t offer any particular protection, apart from being fairly well hidden from the noise and bustle of the city.

         Bernie threw up her hands in resignation. ‘Okay. But you’re limited to research and surveillance. Do not confront him. And,’ she stressed, seeing the eagerness on their faces, ‘you report to me first. If you’re planning any missions, I want to know when and where. And I suppose I should keep digging through these books for clues.’

         It was Bernie: she made Jack feel safe. An adult who listened. Who believed them. It made it all seem … manageable.

         And then he remembered what he’d come here for in the first place. He slipped the key from his pocket, feeling its satisfying weight in his hand.

         ‘We already have a clue.’

         He passed it to Bernie. She lifted her glasses from the chain round her neck and settled them on her nose.

         ‘Is this the key he wanted Rucht to use? The one to the other piece of the Lia Fáil?’139

         Jack nodded. ‘Only, we don’t know what it unlocks.’ He bobbed on the balls of his feet and gestured impatiently. ‘So?’

         Bernie’s eyes flicked to him. ‘Do you think I’m a locksmith?’

         ‘No. Suppose not.’

         ‘However, I do know what it unlocks.’

         Conan let out a squeal of glee and grabbed Jack’s forearm. Jack shot him a look and the hand was pulled away just as quickly. Bernie held the key upright, spinning it between her thumb and forefinger. ‘It unlocks a crypt in Glasnevin Cemetery.’

         Another squeal from Conan, this time in horror.

         ‘There’s a series of crypts right below O’Connell’s tower. My guess is the other stone is there.’

         Jack’s heart began to beat quicker. He felt like a shaken snow globe.

         ‘How do you know?’ asked Yash, squinting at the brass key.

         Bernie spun the key around. ‘Because it’s written on it.’

         Jack’s cheeks flushed. Glasnevin Cemetery 43 was embossed on the rounded head of the key.

         ‘You didn’t think to check?’ asked Yash.

         ‘I …’ said Jack, annoyed with himself. ‘We just rushed here after we found it. I don’t know. Shut up.’

         Bernie smiled. ‘Well, I’m glad you did. I do enjoy being part of this little adventure.’

         Conan nodded vigorously. ‘You can join the Doomsday Club!’

         ‘Excuse me?’ Bernie asked.140

         Conan suddenly looked as though the cubicle door had been blown open while he was sitting on the toilet. ‘It’s just … I thought if we’re doing all this, our group could use a name. Ms Murphy is always saying that I ramble on about doomsday scenarios. That I’m dramatic.’

         ‘You are,’ said Yash.

         ‘Fair,’ said Conan. ‘But this time I’m finally right. And it feels good to have people on my side. So I thought we could call ourselves the Doomsday Club.’

         Jack groaned. ‘That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.’

         Yash shook his head. ‘We’re not calling ourselves that.’

         ‘We’re not calling ourselves anything,’ added Jack. He would stop being associated with this group as soon as this was all over.

         Jerry shrugged. ‘I kind of like it.’

         ‘As do I,’ said Bernie with an approving nod. ‘Conan, I accept your invitation.’

         Buzz. 

         Jack’s pocket was vibrating again. His stomach sank to the floor.

         ‘We should probably go,’ said Yash, reading his mind.

         Jack nodded. A tongue-lashing was coming, and he couldn’t put it off any longer. But what then? Would this be the last time any of them were let out of the house for the week? The next month? Midterm was less than a week away, and Halloween sat right in the middle of it. Surely they wouldn’t all be grounded 141until then? A sickening feeling in his gut told him that Mr Kilroe’s plan would be very much in motion by then. And they would have to unlock that crypt before all literal hell broke loose.

         Bernie handed the key back to him. ‘My question now is why would one of the stones be hidden in a crypt in Glasnevin cemetery.’

         ‘It came from Newgrange,’ said Yash. ‘He said something about Michael Kilroe finding it there. And he hid it from the Dealra Dubh in the crypt so he couldn’t get to it.’

         ‘Is that the man he possessed?’ asked Bernie.

         ‘No, it’s Michael Kilroe’s father,’ said Yash. ‘But if it’s a contract, what did the Dealra Dubh promise him?’

         Conan bit his lip. ‘What I want to know is how the crypt is supposed to keep him away.’

         ‘Hallowed ground,’ said Jerry. ‘Graveyards are blessed. Same reason he couldn’t get to us in the church. Same reason my Grandma throws holy water on me when I ride my bike. Haven’t crashed once.’

         Jack thought about this unhappily. ‘Any chance this Mick fella didn’t put the stone inside a coffin?’

         ‘Hold on,’ whimpered Conan. ‘There’s coffins in this crypt?’

         Yash screwed up his face. ‘What did you think a crypt was?’

         A shiver rippled through Jack. He wasn’t fond of graveyards at the best of times, but at least the dead were buried underground. 142The thought of coming face to face with a coffin seriously creeped him out.

         ‘Maybe we should just leave it where it is,’ said Conan, wide eyes scanning each of them to see if they agreed. ‘I mean, if Mr Kilroe can’t get to it anyway?’

         ‘What about Rucht?’ said Jerry. ‘He can’t stay here forever. We need that summonstone to get him home.’

         Jack groaned. Another of Conan’s daft names catching on.

         ‘And the longer it stays where it is,’ said Bernie, ‘the more chance there is that Mr Kilroe will try to use Rucht to get to it. Or worse, use one of you boys. Of course, stealing from someone’s house is wrong. I would also never approve of breaking into a crypt and disturbing the dead. So I strongly suggest you do neither of these things.’

         A wink fluttered in her eye. Jack smiled and nodded and placed the key in his pocket.

         ‘Wait,’ said Conan. ‘Are we not doing anything, so?’

         ‘I cannot possibly condone you keeping that key and finding out what he’s hiding,’ repeated Bernie.

         Conan glanced left and right, searching their faces, his mouth open. ‘I’m confused.’

         ‘’Course you are,’ said Jack, and turned to leave. ‘We’ll let you know what we find. If any of us survive what’s waiting at home.’
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            Chapter 18

            Best-Laid Plans

         

         Conan

         The week before midterm was one of the more miserable ones Conan had ever experienced. He had trudged along the footpath to his house that evening after leaving Marsh’s Library like a man on death row. With a quick, grim glance to Jack that said, ‘See you on the other side’, he stepped into his home and immediately felt the heat of his parents’ fury. His dad’s, mostly. The usual mild manner was gone, replaced with a lot of half-finished, angry sentences and arm waving.

         Rage seemed to have inflated his mother. Like a balloon on the point of bursting, her face grew redder and redder as she tried, and failed, to put words to her wrath. She fumed around the house for an hour before facing Conan, waving a finger dangerously close to his face. Then she shook her head and let out a long ‘Oooohhh!’ 144when the words failed to come. He began to think that maybe he’d broken her. Then, at about a quarter past eight as he was reading quietly in his room, she remembered how to speak. Or rather, shriek.

         ‘Breaking in!’

         He jumped. The book went flying across the room. Footsteps stomped up the stairs and the door shot open.

         ‘Breaking into an old man’s house! Have you ever heard the like of it? I bet it was that Jack Toner. He probably forced you! Fiona Toner isn’t fit to be a mother.’

         Conan pressed himself against the headboard, unsure how to respond.

         ‘Well, you can forget about that Nintendo PlayBox for a week! It’ll be school, home and that’s it! You’re not to leave this room!’

         He wanted to point out that he rarely left his room anyway, but she was already storming back downstairs. All in all, he thought he’d got off lightly, though adults being angry with him was not something he ever wanted to experience again.

         It was ironic that the first time in his life he’d ever been grounded came at exactly the first time he’d ever really had something close to friends.

         By the next morning, his father had forgotten all about it. His mother, however, was sobbing at the kitchen table and wondering where she’d gone wrong. By the end of the week, she was just quiet, which was far, far worse. Conan needed adults to 145like him, because his classmates certainly didn’t.

         School wasn’t much better. The Doomsday Club (though the name existed only in Conan’s head) barely spoke to one another. Yash looked like he’d aged overnight. Jack reverted to his usual sullen self. Only Jerry spoke to him, but they avoided the topic of the key and the crypt and the secrets Mr Kilroe might be hiding there. At least he had Rucht, burrowed under his bed in his shrew form. Much as he liked him, their conversations weren’t setting the world on fire. Conan had given him a language app to play with on his phone but all he could say now was, ‘My mother buys oranges from the store.’

         Mr Kilroe himself left his house much more often. Some days he’d stand, hands clasped behind his back, a pipe between his lips, and stare menacingly through the classroom window. Conan would feel a little pinch behind his ear, glance outside and there he’d be. Still as stone. Watching.

         As the last day of the week before midterm was winding down, Yash gathered them all in a corner of the schoolyard. All two hundred or so pupils were dressed in costumes that, along with howling winds and the scent of freedom, had whipped them into a frenzy. The teachers on duty had their hands too full to notice the now notorious troublemakers huddled together.

         Yash’s black cape and red silk shirt suggested he’d attempted to dress like a vampire, though Conan suspected it was just so he’d have an excuse to gel and comb his hair at regular intervals. 146Conan himself was dressed in an off-brand superhero costume he’d got in the supermarket last year. It hugged his stomach a little too tightly; presumably his ma had washed it on too high a heat. Jerry had crafted himself into a LEGO man with cardboard he’d collected from several classes and had spent most of the day removing his ‘head’ for the younger kids.

         Jack was wearing a tracksuit.

         ‘Right,’ said Yash, running a hand along his shiny black hair. ‘We’ve left it long enough. If Mr Kilroe follows through on whatever he’s planning, we’re all in danger. So we need to start taking risks.’

         Jack leaned against the wall at a slight distance from the rest. ‘What kind of risks?’

         ‘Well, breaking into the crypt. Using that key.’

         ‘I dunno,’ said Conan. ‘Breaking into things didn’t work out well last time.’

         ‘True,’ said Jerry.

         Yash tensed. ‘This week has been grim, I know. But if we don’t act, we’ll have bigger things to worry about.’

         Jerry nodded. ‘Also true.’

         ‘So when are we talking?’ asked Jack.

         Then something caught his eye. Darren and Tom were calling him over, casting scornful looks at the group he’d gathered with.

         ‘Whatever. Let me know the plan.’

         He scurried away through the swarms of screaming kids. 147Conan understood. He didn’t want to be seen with them. Or, most likely, with him.

         ‘Conan!’ said Yash, with a click of his fingers. ‘Forget him. Let’s go over midterm. I’m only grounded till Monday.’

         ‘I’m not grounded,’ said Jerry. ‘Grandma is just making me pray for my soul, so I’m good with whenever.’

         Conan barely heard them. A thought was forming in his head. A plan that excited and terrified him all at once.

         ‘Conan?’ said Yash, waving a hand in front of his eyes.

         Conan inhaled deeply. ‘We need to do it in darkness, so we’ll need a night that we’ll be allowed to go out. That we’ll be expected to be out. And we need disguises so that no one recognises us.’

         Yash bit his lip. ‘Oh God.’

         Jerry chortled with cautious delight. ‘You don’t mean …’

         Conan nodded. ‘We need to break into the cemetery crypt on Halloween.’
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            Chapter 19

            Halloween

         

         Jack

         Jack’s ma stood in the kitchen, arms folded; never a good sign.

         ‘Will you take your sister?’

         Lucy grinned, bouncing on her tiptoes, a witch’s hat askew on her flame-red curls.

         Jack threw his hood up and gave himself a quick glance in the mirror. ‘Absolutely not.’

         Lucy’s grin twisted into a frown. ‘You promised!’

         Their mother glared.

         ‘What?’ protested Jack. ‘She doesn’t want to hang out with a bunch of lads anyway. And we’re going out on our bikes. She’d slow us down.’

         Jack tried to imagine Lucy in a crypt full of coffins. She’d probably love it, to be fair, but there was no way he was letting 149her see Rucht. She’d only try to adopt him.

         His phone buzzed in his pocket and he felt a pang of anxiety. He didn’t need to check to know it was Darren, firing off suggestions about where to light the haul of fireworks he and Tom had ‘found’. Jack had been brushing him off with excuses ever since Conan had messaged him about the plan to raid the crypt on Halloween, a night usually reserved for the kind of chaos Darren and Tom loved.

         ‘You realise you’re lucky to be leaving the house at all?’ his ma said in a pointed tone. ‘I’m only letting you out because I don’t want to watch you sulk for the next week.’

         This was just a lie she told herself and Jack knew it. Her punishments never lasted long. She was always too tired to follow through with them, or too tired to remember. She was good to him and Lucy, and he sometimes wondered why he made her life so difficult.

         ‘What are you supposed to be, anyway?’ asked Lucy, wrinkling her nose in confusion. ‘You look like your teacher.’

         Jack threw his arms wide to show off his costume of black trainers, black sweatpants and to top it all off, a black hoodie. ‘I’m the Grim Reaper.’

         His mother glanced at her watch and exhaled. ‘OK, I’ll take her trick-or-treating myself. But I’m off to work at nine sharp, so be back to mind her by then or the actual Grim Reaper will be coming for you!’150

         Jack nodded and bent low to his sister. He angled his arms and stretched his fingers out like claws. ‘And then we’ll turn off all the lights and watch Corpse Bride!’

         Lucy grinned widely and shook with glee. ‘Yes!’

         ‘And then when you’re glued to the screen, I’ll steal all your sweets and stuff myself silly!’

         ‘Nooo!’ begged Lucy, but each ‘o’ was punctuated with laughter as he tickled her.

         He ruffled her hair and called goodbye as he wheeled his bike out the door. It was nearly seven and dark clouds hung low in the deep navy sky. Kids in costumes splashed through puddles along the footpath, banging their fists on doors.

         At one house, a woman in hair rollers was asking for a rundown of the outfits of four children while they waited anxiously, bags open. With a smile, she raised a finger and went back into her home to find treats. She came back a few seconds later with three apples, a banana and what looked like a miniature Bible. A three-foot-tall vampire closed his bag in disgust and screamed, ‘You’re useless, Breda!’

         Jack laughed. He could still remember egging the door of the same woman at that age. He walked to the corner of their terrace where Conan was waiting, wearing a green tunic over grey joggers and a pointed green hat on his head. He also had a sword and shield attached to his back with a leather strap that crossed his chest, which made him look like a Christmas elf going to war.151

         ‘What the hell are you supposed to be?’

         Conan glanced down at his costume as if it were obvious. ‘I’m Link. From the Zelda games.’

         ‘No idea what that is,’ said Jack, turning his attention to what looked like a seven-foot-tall bedsheet come to life. A bedsheet, that is, with eyeholes and two enormous antlers sprouting from it.

         ‘But we used to play it all the time …’

         Jack shrugged. ‘And what are you supposed to be, Rucht?’

         Five clawed black fingers lifted up the sheet to reveal Rucht, his beady eyes shining with delight. ‘Mise atá ann! Rucht!’

         Jack cast his eyes skywards. ‘Yeah, I know it’s you, ya big dope. Why are you dressed as a bedsheet?’

         ‘He’s a ghost,’ said Conan. ‘It was the only thing I could find to cover him up.’

         ‘You realise that if he was a shrew you could hide him in your pocket?’

         ‘There’s no pockets in my tunic,’ said Conan. ‘And I thought it might be good for him to stretch his legs.’

         ‘Taibhse!’ said Rucht, glee in his voice. Ghost.

         ‘Anyway,’ said Conan as they rolled their bikes along the footpath, the tyres swishing through puddles. ‘The others said they’d meet us at the corner of Pearse Street and D’Olier Street and we’d go together.’

         ‘Fine, but let’s make it quick. I need to be back by nine.’

         Truthfully, he didn’t know why he was going. His phone 152buzzed again and he stiffened. If Darren and Tom spotted him with the Doomsday Club, he might die of embarrassment. God, Conan’s stupid name had even worked its way into his brain like a bad pop song. But he couldn’t deny the buzz of an adventure. He desperately wanted to know what was in that crypt. Of course Conan was irritating. Of course Yash was a bit obnoxious. And Jerry baffled him. All that size and strength and he didn’t even bother to fight back against all the names Darren and Tom had called him when he first joined their school. Jack knew what he’d have done. But being with them didn’t feel as tiring as hanging out with Darren and Tom. With the Doomsday lads, every word he said wasn’t being weighed for toughness.

         A hum rippled around the city as they cycled up Pearse Street. Frenzied kids in costume dragged harried-looking parents along. Teenagers skulked in nondescript clothes and munched chips on the street corners. And then there were the older ones, college students and twenty-somethings who had come out the other side of their teenage years and were embracing the joy of dressing up again.

         Somewhere inside Jack, he wanted to belong either to the kids or the adults. These middle years were crushing him, forcing him to follow rules that kept changing. Life at this age was like teetering on top of a pole on one leg and furiously trying to hold your balance by staying as still as possible. Don’t be different. Don’t be yourself. Just make it through.153

         Conan didn’t seem to have the same fears. Maybe it was because he’d never managed to climb the pole in the first place and had resigned himself to being at the bottom, doing his own thing. Jack felt a flicker of envy.

         Along the stone wall and iron railings of Trinity College, Pearse Street opened onto a traffic-filled intersection. Buses fought bikes for space and headlights glinted off puddles on the tarmac. Conan and Jack stopped at a traffic island in the middle, waiting for the others.

         A tram whirred by, whipping wind into their faces, and snaked deeper into the city. Car horns beeped as costumed adults hopped out of double-parked taxis. Traffic would shut down soon, when the Halloween parade came through.

         ‘Toner!’

         Jack’s spine snapped tight. Darren and Tom emerged from the street behind them. They weren’t supposed to be here. Darren’s pinched face scowled at Conan and the bedsheet beside him, before scanning Jack’s clothes for any hint of a costume.

         ‘You two lovebirds off trick-or-treating, is it?’

         Jack’s voice travelled up through his throat and then seemed to get jammed. It was like gagging on a piece of apple. ‘No. We’re just … Shut up!’

         But Darren was distracted. The bedsheet rippled. Rucht was attempting to hold out his hand to introduce himself.154

         ‘Is mise Rucht,’ came the muffled voice. ‘Cé thusa?’

         Oh God. Jack tried to slap the hand down, but Rucht held firm.

         ‘What the hell is that?’ asked Tom.

         Conan angled himself between them. ‘Um, this is a foreign exchange student. He’s going to be in our class for the next few weeks so Ms Murphy asked us to show him around.’

         Jack nodded. It was as good an excuse as they’d get.

         ‘Foreign exchange?’ asked Darren. ‘Jaysus, where from?’

         ‘Oíche dhraíochta agus spioradálta atá ann,’ continued Rucht, oblivious. ‘Ní bheidh mórán idir an saol seo agus an saol eile anocht.’ 

         All four of them stared at him in silence.

         Jack cleared his throat. ‘Um … Galway. He’s from Galway.’

         The lads nodded sagely. Then Darren shook his head and turned his attention to Conan. ‘And what are you supposed to be, Tubs? A fairy?’

         Conan brushed at his makeshift green tunic. ‘No, I’m Link. From The Legend of Zelda.’

         Tom snorted with derision. ‘God, you’re such a loser.’

         Jack felt a pang in his chest. He should defend Conan. But then again, Conan had chosen to dress like this. He’d made himself a target. That wasn’t Jack’s fault.

         ‘I know. You’d swear he thought it was the Christmas play tonight,’ he said, trying to ignore Conan’s wounded look.

         ‘You’re the one trick-or-treating with him,’ said Tom.155

         Jack’s face burned. ‘I told you. Our teacher is forcing us to show this idiot around.’

         Rucht’s large head turned to him from inside the bedsheet. Jack hoped he didn’t understand what was being said.

         Tom made a mock-sweet face. ‘Aw, you’re such a good little helper, Toner. Maybe you should wear the elf costume.’

         Jack shoved both hands into Tom’s chest, which only made him smirk.

         ‘Relax,’ Darren said. ‘Fairy boy here can show the new kid around. Come on, Toner. We’ve got a box of fireworks that won’t light themselves.’

         Jack twisted his jaw. These boys were jerks, but he felt powerful with them. He felt smart with them. And that was worth a lot when you spent most days feeling like an idiot. If he didn’t go with them now, he might lose that.

         He stared at Conan’s bowed head and steeled himself. ‘Can you handle that, fairy boy?’

         Conan stared back at him. His face was straight, as if he’d been ready for this. ‘You could just come with us, Jack. I thought what we were doing was important …’

         Howls of laughter erupted behind him. Jack took a step closer. It had to be this way. There’d be tonight’s adventure, but then what? The Doomsday Club wouldn’t last. They’d only remember him as the bully, the idiot, the hothead. Their families wouldn’t 156want him around. They’d forget about him. And then what would he have?

         ‘Whatever,’ he shrugged. Then he pulled the crypt key from his pocket and shoved it into Conan’s hand. ‘Go get some more chocolate with the rest of the little kids and then waddle on home.’

         Rucht seemed to sense something and stepped between them. Sheet or no sheet, Jack could feel those otherworldly eyes burning into him.

         Conan put out a hand, holding the creature back. ‘It’s fine, Rucht. Let’s just go.’

         Jack watched them walk away, keeping his face turned from the others while he tried to swallow the lump in his throat.

         ‘He’s such a drama queen,’ said Darren, chuckling coarsely.

         ‘Yeah,’ said Jack, and his voice came out quieter than he expected. Then he took a deep breath. ‘So, what’s this about fireworks?’
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            Chapter 20

            The Crypts

         

         Conan

         Conan felt small. It wasn’t just Rucht’s towering form beside him, or the bustle of the city, or the fact that the others hadn’t arrived yet. It was a feeling in his gut.

         Everything was so complicated nowadays. Like everyone had moved on and grown up without him. What Jack said only cemented what he’d known for a while: whatever friendship they’d had when they were smaller was gone. He’d thought this absurd adventure might change that, but no. He and Jack were just different kinds of people.

         His mother had once told him that by the time he was in college, all this chest-pounding boy stuff would tone down and he wouldn’t care about people like Jack. He’d find his own tribe. But that was too far in the future to be any comfort to him now.158

         Something switched inside Conan. Maybe Jack was right. Maybe he was his own worst enemy. He yanked the plastic sword and shield from the leather strap. Swallowing, he crossed to the nearest bin and stuffed them inside, before ripping off his pointy green hat and tossing that in too.

         Rusty brakes screeched beside him. Jerry smiled, balancing a second bike in his free hand. Behind him, Yash hopped elegantly from his own polished blue bike. Relief flooded Conan. In all their years ignoring each other in school, he’d never imagined being so happy to see them.

         ‘Nice costumes,’ said Conan, untying his jacket from around his waist and putting it on. He blinked hard to squeeze away any trace of tears.

         Yash was dressed in his trademark beige jacket, the only addition being a pair of devil’s horns nestled in his otherwise immaculately slicked black hair. ‘We’re not exactly trick-or-treating, are we?’

         ‘Mine’s an impression of what I’ll look like when Mr Kilroe gets his hands on me,’ said Jerry, pulling back his grey hoodie to give Conan a better look at the skeleton T-shirt underneath.

         ‘Not funny, Jerry,’ said Conan. ‘Who’s the spare bike for?’

         ‘Who do you think?’ answered Jerry, pushing the bike towards Rucht.

         ‘Couldn’t we just ask him to turn into an elk and run alongside us?’ asked Conan.159

         Jerry grinned. ‘And make the nine o’clock news? I think the bike is safer.’

         Black claws reached from within the sheet and grabbed the bike. Yash explained, in Irish, that it was a bike, before realising that Rucht wouldn’t understand what that meant in any language.

         ‘Capall iarainn?’ he tried instead. ‘Iron horse.’

         ‘Capall iarainn,’ repeated Rucht with wonder.

         Jerry glanced around them. ‘No sign of Jack?’

         At the sound of Jack’s name, Rucht took a protective step towards Conan, who smiled weakly and shook his head.

         ‘He’s not coming.’

         Jerry and Yash exchanged a look but said nothing.

         They spent the next several awkward minutes trying to give an impromptu bike-riding lesson to a shape-shifting, two-thousand-year-old creature in the middle of a bustling city. And then they were off.

         ‘He looks ridiculous!’ called Yash over the wind as they crossed O’Connell Bridge into the north of the city.

         Rucht wobbled uncontrollably. His legs pedalled in long, exaggerated arcs. He looked like he was wading through freezing water. The bedsheet whipped about in the breeze and Conan prayed it wouldn’t come loose.

         ‘I don’t know,’ shouted Conan. ‘He’s doing better than I did my first time.’160

         Dublin’s bustle and clamour had faded slightly by the time the high stone walls of Glasnevin Cemetery came into view. It was bigger than Conan expected; they seemed to cycle along the wall forever before finding the entrance. Which, as luck would have it, was locked.

         As they rolled to a stop, Jerry smiled and reached into his pocket. ‘It’s Jerry time.’

         Yash shook his head. ‘Conan has a name for us. Jerry has a catchphrase. Should I start writing a theme tune?’

         ‘Please don’t,’ said Conan. ‘I’ve heard you sing.’

         Yash smiled and Conan felt a nugget of happiness. He was doing banter properly for the first time in his life.

         ‘Done!’ proclaimed Jerry and the lock came loose. With Rucht’s help, he pushed open the wrought-iron gate and they rolled their bikes inside the grounds. A few feet away was a tower of pale grey stone looming at least fifty metres into the air, a solitary guardian keeping watch over a sea of gravestones. It sat on a mound of grass and was surrounded by what looked like a trench.

         ‘Down there,’ said Yash, pointing to the trench. ‘That’s where the crypts are.’

         They deposited their bikes against the railing at the top of the steps. Conan’s bristling excitement started to ebb away and a knot twisted in his stomach. It seemed strange to him that on a night like this, once so important for honouring the dead, the graveyard was closed off and empty. It was just them and the 161ghosts of a million Dubliners buried beneath the soil.

         ‘You coming?’ called Jerry as he marched towards the tower.

         Conan blinked out of his trance and jogged to keep up. Stone steps led down into the trench, their surface uneven from two hundred years of footsteps. A row of black wooden doors stood sentry-like along the curved wall. Brown, skeletal leaves scuttled like mice across the ground and a silver moon spilled its light along the path, revealing the numbers painted above each door.

         Conan swallowed. ‘This is so much worse than I imagined.’

         Rucht gripped Conan’s arm. Through the hastily cut eyeholes in the white sheet, his yellow eyes darted in every direction. This must be a strange-looking place to him, Conan supposed. Although he’d personally feel a lot more confident if he was seven foot tall and magical.

         ‘Focus,’ muttered Yash, his sharp eyes scanning the door numbers. ‘Number forty-three, number forty-three. Here, give me the key.’

         Conan handed it to him and Yash kept it poised as though it might fly into its matching keyhole as soon as it came close.

         ‘There,’ whispered Jerry.

         Although faded and chipped, the number forty-three was clear to see above the fourth door down. It was solid, if a little scuffed. Conan squinted, noticing two small, perfectly circular holes at eye level, as though …

         ‘They’re like air holes for the dead,’ said Yash, reading his mind.162

         ‘They’d come in handy if someone got buried here by mistake,’ mused Jerry.

         ‘Please, Jerry,’ said Conan, horrified.

         ‘What? It happens. My grandma says to poke her a few times when she dies, just to be sure.’

         Conan reached up and held a hand over Jerry’s mouth as Yash drew a long breath and slotted the key into place.

         Click. 

         The door creaked open as if by its own accord. Yash’s eyes widened and he stumbled back. Conan peered over his shoulder. By the pale patch of moonlight that entered the crypt, they could make out at least seven coffins, draped in decades of dust. And not the glossy, varnished coffins he sometimes saw in the windows of funeral homes, either. These were ancient, the wood cracked and faded. In some places, even rotted away.

         Whoever had been laid to rest here had last drawn breath in a very different century from this one.

         ‘Nope,’ said Conan. ‘This is the biggest nope I’ve ever … just nope.’

         Jerry clapped a massive hand on Conan’s shoulder. ‘We’re here now, aren’t we? Can’t back out at this stage.’

         Yash seemed frozen to the spot, his brown eyes glassy. ‘Michael must have hidden it somewhere.’

         ‘But there’s nothing here except–’ started Jerry.

         ‘Coffins,’ finished Conan. ‘An old rotting pile of coffins.’163

         ‘Well then,’ said Yash. ‘We’re going to look in–’

         ‘No.’ Conan cut across him, stepping away. ‘We can’t.’

         ‘I don’t think we have a choice,’ said Yash.

         But he stayed motionless, on the threshold. This, Conan thought, was where they needed Jack.

         Jerry looked at them both. ‘I suppose I’ll do it, then.’

         He lumbered inside and peered at each coffin with his hands behind his back, as though scared he might accidentally touch one of them. There seemed to be no order to them; they were stacked like books in a second-hand shop. Conan noticed circular iron handles on some and bolts that held the rotting wood together. Would those bolts still hold after all these years? Or could something inside still …

         He shook his head. His mind was scaring itself.

         ‘Áit na marbh,’ muttered Rucht.

         ‘Place of the dead,’ said Yash.

         Conan patted Rucht’s enormous back through the bedsheet, as much for his own comfort as for his.

         ‘Um, lads?’ said Jerry. He faced a lone coffin at the back wall of the crypt. ‘You need to see this.’

         Conan and Yash exchanged a glance. Then Conan stepped forward, arcing his toe like he was testing the temperature of the bathwater. One foot. Two feet. He was inside. The air felt suddenly colder, mustier. He scurried towards Jerry and latched onto his arm.164

         ‘What is it?’

         Jerry was silent. He pointed to a little brass plaque nailed into the coffin lid.

         Conan gripped him even harder.

         Jonathan Henry Kilroe. 1803–1882. 

         Conan felt like a ball of iron was caught in his throat.

         ‘How can Mr Kilroe’s coffin be here if he – or his body – is living across from our school?’ said Yash, peering over Conan’s shoulder.

         ‘It can’t,’ said Conan, trying to piece together the scraps of what they’d learned. ‘Michael Kilroe must have put it here knowing it wouldn’t be disturbed. Knowing it was the perfect place to keep the summonstone safe. Which means …’

         He grabbed the lid and pulled.

         ‘Conan, what are you doing?’ cried Yash, aghast.

         He ignored him. If there was any chance they’d been followed, they had to act now. ‘Jerry, give me a hand.’

         Jerry frowned and nodded hesitantly. They tugged at either side. With a creak, the lid began to give way. Dust plumed in the air, suffocating them with an ancient stench. The lid moved with surprising ease – this was not the first time it had been opened. Conan closed his eyes as they slid it to the side, just in case.

         ‘Huh,’ said Jerry.

         Conan prised his eyes open and exhaled in relief. It was empty. All except for a small, yellow stone no bigger than a plum. 165Trembling, he reached in and plucked it out. It was warm and seemed to pulse in his hand. A faint glow lit their faces.

         From outside, Rucht screamed. Conan had nearly forgotten about him. He stood just outside the crypt, waving his arms and babbling manically.

         ‘What’s he saying?’ asked Conan.

         ‘I …’ began Yash. ‘I can’t understand. He’s talking too fast.’

         Then Rucht lunged into the crypt towards them. The bedsheet billowed behind him like a cape and then came flying off, caught in the wind.

         An almighty screech pierced the air and a blaze of blinding light exploded outside. Conan leapt in the air and fumbled to keep hold of the little yellow stone.

         ‘What’s happening?’ cried Yash.

         But before they knew it, Rucht grabbed hold of the crypt door and pulled it shut, sealing them inside.166

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 21

            Air Holes for the Dead

         

         Conan

         In the sudden dark, Conan’s eyes watered as he held his breath. Only two tiny slivers of moonlight remained, shining through the tiny holes in the crypt’s door.

         Air holes for the dead. 

         Conan gulped against the ball in his throat and tried not to think of the coffins that surrounded them on every side. Mr Kilroe’s was empty, sure, but the rest?

         Yash twisted beside him, deep in hushed conversation with a trembling Rucht.

         ‘What’s he saying?’ asked Jerry.

         Yash shook his head. ‘I don’t think he can explain it. He keeps mentioning light and fire and noise.’

         Another scream, followed by a crackle and a blast of light 167through the minuscule holes. They all jumped like flipped pancakes. And then Conan remembered what Darren and Tom had said before Jack left with them. What they’d been planning.

         He knew exactly what that sound was.

         ‘Fireworks.’

         ‘In a graveyard?’ said Jerry, leaning his elbow on a nearby coffin. ‘That’s so disrespectful.’

         Clammy beads of sweat clung to Conan’s forehead. He took short, sharp breaths but each one felt like sucking from a vacuum cleaner bag. His heart was thumping rapidly, but he couldn’t imagine where it was getting the oxygen to do so; what air was left in the crypt tasted old and stale.

         ‘They’re shooting the fireworks at us?’ said Yash, aghast. ‘Who would do something like that?’

         Conan grimaced. ‘Darren and Tom. And …’

         Loud, guffawing laughter broke the silence outside. Then muffled voices.

         ‘And?’ pressed Jerry.

         But Conan didn’t want to say it. After everything Jack had done, Conan still wanted to give him the benefit of the doubt.

         Something prodded his side. Rucht was poking at him. His yellow eyes blinked in the darkness as he pointed at Conan’s closed fists. He’d almost forgotten what was there. He opened his palm in front of his face and the yellow stone glowed back at him. A small spiral symbol was carved neatly into it.168

         Rucht whispered something. It sounded like ‘nyarth’.

         Conan looked at Yash.

         ‘Neart,’ said Yash. ‘Power.’

         ‘So it’s definitely the summonstone?’ said Conan.

         ‘Well, it’s definitely part of the Lia Fáil, but call it what you want. Either way, this is what Mr Kilroe is trying to get.’

         ‘Rucht!’ said Conan, a swell in his heart. ‘This could get you home. Abhaile.’

         ‘Abhaile,’ said Rucht, his voice wistful with longing and Conan marvelled at how a creature so large and fierce could be so softly spoken.

         ‘Great,’ said Jerry. ‘Can it get us home?’

         Another whistling shriek. Another clap like thunder. Sparks of light flashed against the door.

         ‘Come on out, fairy boy!’ sang Tom’s goading voice.

         Conan winced. His face burned so red he was sure he must be glowing.

         ‘Ignore them,’ said Yash. ‘They’ll get bored soon and go.’

         But a clamminess had spread all across Conan’s skin now. There was so little air. So little room. So little light. His head swam. He couldn’t stay here much longer.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ he croaked.

         Conan wrestled past them to the door and burst through, his mouth wide open to gulp in the cold night air.

         Just above the stone wall of the trench, standing outside the 169looming tower, was exactly who he’d expected. Darren, Tom and, to the left, holding a small plastic tube and a lighter, Jack. He wore no expression that Conan could read, just that stony-set look.

         ‘Come on then, Toner,’ sneered Darren. ‘We don’t have all night.’

         Fear glued Conan’s feet to the gravel.

         Jack’s thumb flicked the lighter. He touched the little flame to the wick of the firework.

         Conan’s heart thumped and he trembled in fear.

         ‘Toss it at them, would you?’ snapped Darren.

         Jack held it upright. Conan held his gaze, trying his best to plead for mercy with his eyes. Then several things happened.

         Jack held the firework to one side, angling it away from his body. As he did, Darren got sick of waiting and snatched it from him before flinging it into the trench where Conan stood.

         And as it landed, Rucht came pelting through the doorway of the crypt and leapt into the air. With a screaming flash, sparks of yellow and red erupted like flaming confetti. Conan threw himself to the ground, hands to his head, and landed hard on his elbows.

         As the sparks dissipated, Conan spun and waited for Rucht to reappear beneath the tower. Then a fluttering little bird flew in arcs above their attackers’ heads. Darren and Tom yelled and swatted in vain, before watching in disbelief as the bird expanded 170in form and grew into a tall, muscular elk.

         Conan turned back to the crypt. ‘Run!’

         Yash and Jerry scurried out, their faces pale. Rucht, in his elk form, landed in front of the tower. His broad, muscular body and jagged antlers were silhouetted against the pale stone. Darren fell to the ground and curled into a ball, screaming. Tom stumbled backwards, then turned and scarpered into the darkness. Jack caught Conan’s eye and it seemed for a moment like he might say something. Then he followed his comrade into the night.

         Conan could only think of getting as far away from this place as possible. He bolted back up the steps, hopped on his bike and pedalled as fast as he could back through the gates of the cemetery. Then he stopped, catching his breath and waiting for the others.

         Moments later, Yash, Jerry and an enormous black elk appeared beside him under the artificial glow of the streetlight. A passing car swerved, and Conan caught sight of the driver staring, slack-jawed, at the huge black elk standing on the side of the road.

         ‘I can’t believe Jack did that,’ said Jerry, gasping in mouthfuls of air. ‘They could’ve killed us!’

         ‘You can’t believe it?’ scoffed Yash. He was doubled over, his whole body shaking. ‘He’s always been a jerk.’

         ‘I mean,’ said Jerry, ‘you’re not exactly nice to him, either.’

         Yash stood and met Jerry’s gaze. ‘I never tossed a firework at him. I never started a fire in a bathroom! Jack has made me feel 171like a swot for as long as I can remember. So yeah, I make him feel stupid. What else am I going to do: hit him?’

         Conan said nothing. Instead, he sat on the kerb with his back to the graveyard and wrapped his arms around his chest. Jerry wanted to see the best in everyone, but now wasn’t the time. Jack was just being who he was always going to be. Conan was sick of pining after whatever friendship they might have had. Now all he felt was anger.

         Yash lowered himself down beside him. ‘You going to be okay?’

         Conan nodded.

         ‘We can figure this out without him,’ said Yash. ‘We don’t need him. You don’t need him.’

         Conan ran his sleeve across his eyes and blew a long breath through his lips. ‘So what now?’

         Fwoop.

         Rucht’s form melted and spun in mid-air before settling back into the two-armed, two-legged and antlered bear form they’d first seen him in. He stared intently with narrowed yellow eyes at Conan’s jacket pocket. Suddenly, Conan remembered why they’d come here. He pulled the yellow stone from his pocket and spun it between his fingers.

         ‘So what do we do with this?’ asked Conan.

         ‘Get Rucht home,’ said Jerry. ‘And then destroy it before Kilroe gets his hands on it.’

         ‘Abhaile,’ said Rucht in a soft purr.
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            Chapter 22

            Intruder

         

         Jack

         Jack clasped his hands behind his head, panting to catch his breath. Rucht had vanished with the others, but the image of him charging through the air towards him, his antlers angled dangerously forward, his yellow eyes flashing, was seared in his brain.

         ‘What the hell was that thing?’ panted Tom, hands pressed to his knees.

         ‘Dunno,’ lied Jack. He hoped Tom couldn’t hear the tremble in his voice. ‘It was probably fake. A Halloween prank.’

         ‘It didn’t look fake to me.’

         Jack scanned the darkness behind them. Darren was bolting through a sea of gravestones, his screams growing quieter as he disappeared into the night. 173

         Tom flared his nostrils, his beady eyes sharp and bitter. ‘Whatever it was, they’re not getting away with it. C’mon, let’s go while we can still catch up to them.’

         Jack slipped his phone from his pocket. 8:42.

         ‘I can’t. Have to go home to my sister.’

         Inwardly, he winced at the thought of Lucy seeing what he had just done. His ma’s disappointment he could handle, but not his sister’s.

         Tom snorted. ‘I forgot you’re a member of the babysitters’ club.’

         ‘Maybe we can hang out tomorrow?’ said Jack.

         ‘Yeah, whatever, Toner,’ said Tom, already walking off into the darkness.

         Jack’s face flushed red. He stood still for a moment, clutching his fists by his side, long enough to let the anger seep away. Above him, the clouds broke and a slow patter of rain began to fall.

         Was it worth it? Terrifying Conan, turning his back on the others, for what? A ‘whatever, Toner’? The chance to do this all over again, hoping he wouldn’t say the wrong thing and have Darren and Tom turn on him? Surely friendship wasn’t meant to constantly feel like a game that was rigged against him?

         Jack shook the thoughts away. He could stew later; right now, Lucy was waiting for him. He ran for his bike and pedalled as fast he could towards home.

         It was past nine by the time he approached his terrace. Every streetlight was out. The orange glow that usually drenched them 174was replaced by a cloak of darkness. Jack pulled the brakes and winced at their squeal as he slowed to a stop. Rain dripped from a gutter: plop, plop, plop, the rhythm of a ticking clock. He peered through the darkness at the door of his home.

         Something shifted in the shadows. A figure, standing outside his front door. Waiting.

         Jack opened his mouth to say, ‘I’m here, Ma,’ but the words died in his throat. It wasn’t his mother.

         And then the figure moved slightly, and Jack realised it was raising its hand to its face. Blood-red eyes sliced the darkness, casting enough light to reveal the cracked smile of Mr Kilroe.

         Jack’s heart plummeted to his guts. Mr Kilroe turned and stepped inside his home, to where his mother would be waiting. To where Lucy would be waiting. Jack pelted towards the house and tossed his bike aside before racing into the house like a charging bull. His chest heaved, his whole body vibrating.

         At the end of the hallway, the kitchen table was bathed in a soft pool of warm light. His mother sat there in her work uniform. She was slumped forward and her eyes were closed, as if she was in a particularly deep sleep.

         ‘Ma!’ cried Jack, and sped towards her.

         Hands trembling, he shook her. She didn’t budge. The soft heat of her breath touched his hands and his chest loosened slightly. She was alive.

         ‘Should have been home on time, Jackie boy’ came the velvety, 175spiteful voice of Mr Kilroe from behind him. He loomed large in the doorway of the kitchen, dark and wiry like an oversized crow. The low light lengthened the shadows in the crevices of his face. His skin had started to grey like gone-off meat.

         Jack spun, scanning the rest of the room. A bowl of popcorn was on the countertop. On the floor, a small plastic bag was on its side, an assortment of sweets and nuts spilling out of it.

         ‘Where’s my sister?’ he demanded.

         The red eyes flickered. ‘Safe. For now. But that all depends on what you do next. You can have the child back when my work is done.’

         ‘Tell me where she is!’ roared Jack. Anger pulsed through his body, finishing with a tremble in his fingers.

         ‘Settle yourself,’ said Mr Kilroe, in mock sympathy. ‘Rage doesn’t solve anything. Didn’t your mother ever teach you that? And you can see your sister as soon as I get what’s mine.’

         Jack swallowed. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

         Mr Kilroe tilted his head to one side. ‘Oh, yes you do. You stole that key from me. And now your friends have used it to steal the stone from the crypt.’ He bent his back to bring his face closer and the shadows on it deepened. ‘But can I tell you a secret? I wanted you to take the key. Turns out I didn’t need Rucht at all, just some useful idiots to do my work for me.’

         Something boiled in Jack’s gut and launched from his mouth as a roar. He charged into the old man’s chest and sent him barrelling 176towards the kitchen dresser. A sharp blast of air left Mr Kilroe. Plates toppled from the dresser and shattered on the tiled floor.

         The old demon recovered quickly, grabbing the scruff of Jack’s hoodie with both hands and pulling him close. Jack had a gruesome close-up view of clenched teeth angled like a tumble of gravestones. Red eyes burned into his. With a sudden thrust, Mr Kilroe threw Jack across the room. He tumbled against the table and a bolt of pain shot through his spine as he crashed to the floor. As he tried to stand, packets of sweets crinkled below him.

         Unopened. Uneaten.

         Panic flooded him. Not about the possessed hundred-and-fifty-year-old man that stood in his kitchen. Not about himself. But Lucy. Little, innocent Lucy. He had to find her.

         ‘If it’s any salve to your wounds,’ snarled Mr Kilroe, brushing the arms of his black suit, ‘this will all be over soon. Tell me where the stone is.’

         ‘I don’t know,’ said Jack. ‘I wasn’t with them when they went to the crypt.’

         Mr Kilroe laughed. ‘Oh, the cracks are starting to show now, aren’t they? Not such a team any more. No matter. I just need to know where they are.’

         Jack glared at him. ‘Do you really think I’ll tell you anything?’

         Mr Kilroe wiped his thin mouth with a handkerchief. ‘I do, yes.’

         He stuck two gnarled fingers between his thin lips and whistled. There was a rumbling, and one of his slavering black 177hounds came scrabbling through the door, sniffing the tiles as it came.

         Its snout pulsated as it snuffled, searching. Then it stopped at Jack’s mother. A vice clamped around his heart. His mother still sat unconscious at the kitchen table. The hound bared its jaw wide, revealing sharp, pointed fangs. Jack froze in terror.

         Another whistle. The creature stopped, its jaw open around his mother’s head. Spittle drooled from its fangs, coating his mother’s hair in slime. Jack clenched his entire body.

         ‘Well?’ asked Mr Kilroe.

         Jack shut his eyes and inhaled sharply. ‘Fine.’

         He could keep his mother safe. He could buy himself some time. And he would use every second of it to get Lucy back.

         ‘They’ve probably gone to Marsh’s Library. We’ve … they’ve been looking there for clues.’

         Mr Kilroe was silent for a moment. ‘Hmm. Cleverer than I thought. Thank you, Jack.’

         ‘Wait!’ yelled Jack. ‘Where’s Lucy?’

         ‘Patience, young man,’ said Mr Kilroe. He ran a hand through his grey wisps of hair. A clump of it came loose. He scowled and let it drop to the floor, and it dawned on Jack that this body didn’t have long left. ‘Once I have the stone, you’ll have your sister. Now be sure to lock your door. You never know who might sneak in.’

         Then he spun on his heel, his shoes click-clacking on the tiles. The hound was still frozen, jaws agape. A whistle came from 178outside and the hound snapped back to life, turned and pelted out the door.

         Jack immediately ran and slammed it shut, clicking the latch into place. He dug into his pocket for his phone, brought up his messages to Conan and started typing.

         I’m sorry for … 

         A knot tied his throat closed. He gulped it down and deleted the words one by one.

         He took a deep breath before typing again.

         Kilroe on the way to library. Get out now. 
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            Chapter 23

            Waking the Dead

         

         Conan

         On the narrow stone steps that led to the door of Marsh’s Library, nothing stirred. Nothing except for Conan’s hand, which spun the little yellow stone restlessly in his jacket pocket. No light flickered from the tall, panelled windows. No footsteps creaked on the wooden floors inside. Bernie was most definitely not here.

         Why would she be, after nine o’clock on Halloween night? Outside St Patrick’s Close, the city was coming to life. The trick-or-treaters were long gone home, gorging on sweets and crisps and probably watching Hocus Pocus. Now the streets were being taken over by adults heading to parties in costumes that referenced films they’d loved as kids, heedless of the steady drizzle.

         But Marsh’s Library was asleep, which meant Conan and the 180others were breaking in somewhere they didn’t belong for the third time in a row.

         ‘Jerry,’ said Yash. ‘Do your thing.’

         ‘Righto,’ said Jerry, striding up to the door and rolling up his sleeves, as if he’d been asked to do the dishes. From his back pocket he plucked a screwdriver, which Conan had to assume was always there.

         ‘Bernie?’ asked Rucht, in his soft, rumbling voice as Jerry began to fiddle with the lock.

         ‘She’s not here, bud,’ said Conan. ‘In bed. Sa leaba.’

         Rucht nodded and cast another glance at the yellow stone in Conan’s hand. It was difficult to read that face of his. Was it excitement in those beady yellow eyes, or fear?

         ‘In!’ announced Jerry.

         The library door creaked open and they piled in, huddled together and moving as one.

         ‘What’s the plan?’ whispered Conan.

         Yash slipped behind the tiny check-in desk inside the door and tapped at the computer, the only modern feature in sight. A blue glow lit up his face as the screen awoke. ‘I’ll search for Jonathan Henry Kilroe in the database. There must be some clue that can help us get the Dealra Dubh out of him.’

         Conan pushed the heavy library door shut and shook his head in wonder. ‘Searching a database. This is so cool.’

         ‘It’s a library, Conan. Relax,’ said Yash, tapping at speed.181

         Beep.

         Conan felt a buzz in his pocket. He fished his phone from it and glanced at the screen.

         Jack. New message.

         Something pulled in his chest, taut and painful. His stomach twisted. With a deep breath, he let his finger hover over the screen.

         And then he let his hand fall. He was past any apologies, if Jack was even capable of one. He’d been burned too many times, almost literally if you counted the fireworks. If Jack had something to say, he could say it in person. He flicked the phone to silent and shoved it back in his pocket.

         ‘Got it!’ yelped Yash. ‘Aisle 3-KL, shelf D. His name comes up in Residential Planning in Georgian Dublin, 1800 to 1900.’

         ‘Ah,’ said Jerry. ‘A classic.’

         Conan smiled. Jerry was either too laid back to feel the fear currently crushing his own chest, or he felt it and shrugged it off. Either way, Conan felt safer having him around.

         Yash tapped the torch on his phone. A blue-white glow lit the space a metre or so in front of them and the gloom gave way only slightly. The tall oak bookshelves seemed to loom higher, their shadows more pronounced. As they tiptoed along the carpet, elbow to elbow, Yash angled the light upward, checking the aisle numbers. The four of them were a pocket of pale light in a sea of darkness.

         ‘This is it,’ said Yash. ‘3-KL.’ He ran his fingers along each book spine on the aisle, scanning them with remarkable speed.182

         ‘Should just leave him at it and go home,’ said Jerry. ‘He looks like my grandma when she’s digging through her recipes.’

         Conan smiled. At the mention of Jerry’s grandma, he remembered something he’d been wanting to ask for a while, and the silence felt tight as he willed up the courage to break it. ‘Do you mind if I ask … I mean, you don’t have to say, but …’

         Jerry’s large brown eyes stared forward for a long moment. ‘Why do I live with my grandma?’

         Conan nodded.

         ‘My aunt and uncle had already moved here from Manila. Cousins, too. And when Mom died, Grandma thought it would be better for me to get a fresh start, so we came here together. Probably better for her, too.’

         Conan had a sudden memory of nine-year-old Jerry arriving in their class, huge and silent. No wonder he barely spoke for the first year. A strange feeling washed over Conan. A rush of sympathy for Jerry but also gratitude for telling him. And shame that he’d never bothered to ask before now.

         ‘Are you glad you came?’

         Jerry continued to stare ahead. ‘I think so. It’s getting easier.’

         Conan smiled. ‘You could have avoided all of this, though.’

         Jerry turned to him, a wry smile on his lips. ‘And miss out joining the Doomsday Club? Nah.’

         Without a word, Yash double-tapped on one book spine, pulled it from the shelf, opened it and began to skim the pages rapidly. 183

         ‘What a marvel,’ said Conan in his best attempt at a grand English accent. ‘Here we see the lesser-spotted Yash in its natural habitat.’

         Jerry’s guffaw echoed around the high ceilings.

         ‘Shut up,’ said Yash, not taking his eyes away from the pages. But Conan could see the hint of a smile.

         ‘Found it!’ Yash plonked the book down on the reading desk and they gathered around it, gazing at the ochre pages.

         ‘… the address on Haddington Street soon came into the possession of a Mr Jonathan Henry Kilroe, a widower and bookkeeper by trade. The neighbouring house had long been owned by a Mr Cathal O’Brien, a surgeon who inherited the property from his father. The structure of the homes was typical of the Georgian architecture of the time, preferred by the land-owning gentry of Dublin’s growing suburbs …’

         Yash trailed off, then coughed.

         Jerry threw his arms wide and smiled sardonically. ‘Congrats lads, we’ve solved it.’

         Something moved at Conan’s side. Rucht was poking a finger in his pocket and saying what sounded like ‘On cluck, on cluck.’

         ‘An chloch,’ said Jerry. ‘He wants you to use the stone’

         Conan fished it out. ‘Use it? How?’

         It warmed his palm and pulsed like it had a heartbeat. Conan stared at the spiral carved into its centre and gasped. Was it moving? He blinked hard to avoid getting dizzy.184

         Rucht pointed to the book and began to speak rapidly to Yash in a hushed voice.

         Yash bent closer to the shape-shifter and narrowed his eyes as he strained to listen and understand. When Rucht finished his speech, Yash blinked.

         ‘Well,’ said Conan. ‘Can we send him back?’

         Yash sighed. ‘Not here. There’s certain places of power, like the archway at the school, where it can open a … a portal, I guess.’

         Conan frowned. ‘And there happens to be one of these right outside our school?’

         ‘Rucht says they’re everywhere, you just need to know where to look,’ said Yash. ‘The Dealra Dubh obviously did. But he also said the stone can do more than that. Rucht says we can summon a person’s spirit if we have something belonging to them, or if their name is written down. But only for a moment, so we need to be quick.’

         ‘Wait, wait, wait,’ said Jerry, palms held wide. ‘Whose ghost are we summoning? And why?’

         ‘We need to know how to stop Mr Kilroe,’ said Yash. ‘So who better to ask than the real one?’

         In a flash, Rucht slapped the book from Yash’s hands and started babbling again. This time, there was no mistaking the fear in his eyes.

         ‘Whoa, whoa!’ said Yash, flapping his hands in an attempt to calm Rucht down. ‘Okay. Turns out that, since Mr Kilroe isn’t technically dead, we’d just bring the Dealra Dubh here.’185

         ‘Who does he want us to summon, then?’ asked Jerry.

         Something clicked into place in Conan’s head. He pushed past Rucht and grabbed the book. ‘They mention a neighbour – Cathal O’Brien. He’d have to know something about what happened to Mr Kilroe. Is that it, Rucht?’

         Yash translated and Rucht rested a hand on Conan’s shoulder and smiled.

         ‘This is some real Ouija vibes,’ said Jerry, blessing himself. ‘Do not ever tell my grandma.’

         ‘I think that’s a given,’ said Yash.

         With a crack, the room lit up. A white flash sparked across the arched windows. Conan had to contort himself to hold onto both the book and the stone.

         ‘It’s fine,’ said Jerry. ‘Just more fireworks.’

         Conan had almost forgotten that outside, in the real world, it was Halloween night. People were making their own thrills to inject some fear and fantasy into their plain old boring lives. And here he was, about to summon a ghost from a dusty old book at the bidding of an antlered monster whom he now considered a good friend.

         Conan flipped back through the pages until he found the section with Mr Kilroe. ‘So how does this work?’

         Yash took a step back. ‘Rub the stone across the name, say the name, followed by dúisigh agus labhair liom – wake and speak with me.’186

         Conan’s heart raced. ‘You’re making me do it?’

         Yash raised a trembling thumb. ‘You’ll do great!’

         ‘I can’t do it,’ said Jerry, folding his arms across his chest. ‘It’s against my religion.’

         Conan frowned. ‘Since when are you religious?’

         ‘Since two minutes ago,’ said Jerry.

         Conan took a deep breath and drew himself up to his full height, such as it was. This was his moment to be useful, to be brave. He picked up the book, gently grazed the stone across the aged, yellowed paper and said in a clear voice, that sounded horribly loud in the hush of the library, ‘Cathal O’Brien, dusshig oggus lower lum.’

         Yash groaned.

         ‘Even I’d do better than that,’ said Jerry.

         ‘Fine,’ said Conan and held out the book. ‘You do it.’

         But Jerry shook his head furiously and stepped away.

         ‘It’s doo-shig og-us,’ said Yash. ‘Then low like cow, not like crow. Low-ir lum.’

         Conan inhaled. ‘You’re such a teacher.’ Then he grazed the stone across the name once more. ‘Cathal O’Brien, doo-shig og-us LOW-ir lum.’
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            Chapter 24

            The Man Who Died Twice

         

         Conan

         Conan froze, holding the book open in a vice-like grip, the stone resting in the crease between the pages. Jerry buried his chin in his grey hoodie. Yash was still as a statue, his brown eyes wide. Rucht gripped Conan’s shoulder and hunched his massive form.

         Conan turned to the others. ‘Did I not say it right–’

         A beam of light blasted towards the ceiling. The book burned like fire in his hands and became heavy as iron. Conan gritted his teeth and held tight. An invisible force seemed to tug at the book, pulling it this way and that.

         Jerry fell back against the bookcase, rattling it. Yash grew pale, his eyes fixed on the brilliant white beam that pulsed upwards from the pages.

         ‘I pronounced it right!’ yelled Conan over the thundering sound. ‘If Ms Murphy could see me now!’188

         And then the beam settled. It dimmed and faded in colour like water swirling through milk. A glow hung like a stain in the air. It twisted in shape, spiralling and pulsating. And then a form came into view.

         A man. Forty or so, and smartly dressed as city folk in the eighteen hundreds tended to be: a tweed suit, linen shirt and neatly combed dark hair.

         The spectral figure of Cathal O’Brien regarded him, mildly confused. Conan briefly imagined what it would be like to be summoned as a ghost two hundred years into the future.

         ‘Um, hi …’ said Conan eventually. He cleared his throat. ‘I’m, uh, Conan Reilly.’

         ‘Cathal O’Brien, pleasure to meet you, young man.’

         The voice sounded like it came from the far end of an echoey room. Cathal didn’t seem scared, more like he had just woken up and found a stranger at his door.

         ‘Reilly, eh?’ he continued. ‘That’s a Cavan name, not a Dublin one. Are you a blow-in?’

         ‘Um …?’ said Conan, looking to the others for help. ‘My ma’s from Sligo?’

         Cathal frowned. ‘Well, that wouldn’t account for your surname. What can I do for you, Conan?’

         Conan opened his mouth to answer but found he didn’t really know what to say. More accurately, he didn’t know how to say it.

         ‘I wondered … I wondered if you knew – know – Jonathan 189Kilroe? He was – is – your neighbour, isn’t he?’

         The politeness on Cathal’s face vanished, his lips pursing sternly. ‘He was, yes. Fool of a man, but I suppose people do desperate things when they’re grieving.’

         ‘Grieving?’

         ‘Well, that whole business with his son, Michael. Murdered at the age of thirty. Shocking thing to happen.’

         Conan struggled to keep hold of the book and his forearms burned. But he couldn’t let go yet; they needed more. ‘Mr Kilroe must have been devastated.’

         ‘He was. Devastated and desperate. And he invoked something evil. Of course that never works out. Maybe it does for a while, but not in the end.’

         Something dawned on Conan. ‘He made a deal. With the Dealra–’

         ‘No!’ begged Cathal. ‘Don’t say it. Bad enough I had to live beside that thing for a year before my wife insisted we sell the house and move out.’

         ‘But I’m right?’

         ‘Yes, you’re right. Jonathan was always into old spirits and folktales, that sort of thing. He tried pleading with any god or spirit that would listen to bring his son back. And none did. Except for one.’

         At this, he gave a stern little stare forbidding Conan from mentioning the name.190

         ‘He made a deal. He’d trade his soul for his son’s life. That evil spirit was delighted. We heard a scream in the middle of the night. I ran to the window to see what had happened. There was a man standing outside Mr Kilroe’s front door in the lashing rain, his face, hands and clothes all caked in dirt. Like he’d climbed from the grave.’

         ‘Mr Kilroe’s son?’

         ‘Michael, yes. He was back. I nearly fainted from the shock. Jonathan was screaming for joy. He fell to his knees at his son’s feet and ushered him inside.’

         Yash and Jerry exchanged a look. Rucht’s enormous shoulders sank.

         Something stirred in Conan’s stomach that made him feel sick. ‘That wasn’t the end of it, though, was it?’

         ‘No. With the promise kept, that creature took hold of Jonathan. I don’t know how to explain it, but when I talked to him after that, it was as though a different person were looking back at me. All the warmth left him. He was bitter and angry, and I heard such horrible noises coming from that house at night.’

         ‘So Jonathan didn’t die,’ said Conan in an awed whisper. ‘He just stopped existing.’

         A shiver ran through him. This was what the Dealra Dubh wanted to do to someone else. Maybe even to one of them.

         Cathal nodded seriously. ‘I know folk said he didn’t age after that. It was like he was frozen in time. You’d almost pay him a 191compliment for how well he looked, but you’d be afraid he’d tear your head off.’

         ‘And the son?’

         ‘Well, that’s the worst of it. Whatever lived in the house now was not Jonathan Kilroe. So of course, he didn’t care one iota about his son and drove him away. Michael seemed to know that thing had possessed his father. He knocked at my door one night before we moved away. Told me everything. Said it was something to do with a stone he’d discovered in that Newgrange site he was working on. Michael told me he was going to steal it back from that thing that was inside his father and hide it where the demon couldn’t reach it. The awful thing is …’

         Cathal’s eyes seemed fixed on something far away.

         ‘What, Cathal?’ Conan pressed.

         ‘He was killed again. The police thought the body had been exhumed and dumped outside Glasnevin Cemetery. But I knew the truth. Jonathan Kilroe, or the demon inside him, had killed Michael a second time. And this time he stayed dead.’

         Jerry had stepped away from the bookcase, looking mournful now instead of scared. Yash was deep in thought, no doubt planning their next step.

         Conan cleared his throat. ‘So if we were to get rid of that thing inside him, how would we do it?’

         Cathal blew air. ‘Not a notion. Maybe a priest? Catholics love a good exorcism. But no, this is something more ancient.’192

         Conan’s arms began to cramp and the book shuddered in his hands. Even the light was growing faint, its milky texture now a pale grey. ‘Please, Cathal: is there anything you can think of? We don’t have much time.’

         ‘Are you in danger, young man? This is all very odd, I must say. Have I been asleep?’

         ‘Think, Cathal!’

         ‘Oh, I don’t know. All I know about Jonathan Kilroe – the real one – is that he would do anything for his son. If he’s still in there somewhere, only Michael will be able to reach him.’

         Conan’s mind raced. He locked eyes with Yash, and wondered if it were possible they might be having the same train of thought.

         ‘But sure, he’s long dead!’ exclaimed Cathal heartily, then he paused and looked around him. ‘Then again, so am I, amn’t I? What in the name of God am I doing here?’

         And as the ghost of Cathal got lost in thought, the light dimmed, flickering out of existence in a plume of mist. Conan snapped the book closed and slumped against the bookshelf with an exhausted sigh. ‘We need to bring the son’s ghost back.’

         Jerry frowned. ‘And get the Dealra Dubh out of Mr Kilroe. But then what? He’d probably just possess one of us.’

         Yash shook his head. ‘We’d open the portal first. The one Rucht came through. Send him right back into it?’

         Conan nodded. ‘This is it, lads. We know how to end this for good.’193

         Suddenly, there was a boom like thunder. The library doors blew open and crashed against the wall. Conan and the others peered around the corner of the bookcase.

         Outside in the dark of night, a firework flared. Orange sparks lit up the blackness and silhouetted a thin figure in the open doorway. Two red eyes glowed back at them. Below them, the fiery embers of a lit pipe.

         ‘Trick or treat, boys.’
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            Chapter 25

            Father and Son

         

         Conan

         Blood pounded in Conan’s veins. The air was punched out of his chest at the sound of that horrible, familiar voice. He’d thought they’d have more time.

         He’s just a man, he thought. Just an ordinary man. Just an ancient dark spirit hell-bent on destruction in the body of an ordinary man. 

         It was no use. His mind never calmed him down. Instead, it was always trying to make matters worse.

         Cowering behind the bookshelf, he heard the soft scratch of carpet under Mr Kilroe’s feet. The woody aroma of tobacco smoke wafted towards them. Conan gripped Jerry’s arm and, thankfully, felt no resistance.

         Beside him, Yash chanted a steady stream of ‘Oh God, oh God, oh God, oh God …’195

         Jerry reached over, tapped Yash’s phone and the torchlight vanished. Only the faintest glow of the city lights through the windows gave any shape to the reading alcove they were huddled in. Rucht’s huge body pressed against the bookcase, black fur trembling and amber eyes wide with fear.

         The footsteps grew closer.

         ‘Did you think you’d be safe here, boys? That you might find some way to defeat me?’

         Jerry tensed, his jaw locked, his large brown eyes watery. ‘We found plenty!’

         Conan squeezed his arm.

         The footsteps stopped.

         Conan’s mouth was bone-dry. In the darkness, he did his best to plead with Jerry using only his eyes, willing him to be quiet. But then Jerry did the opposite. Conan watched with crippling horror as Jerry stepped from behind the bookcase, his back straight and his broad shoulders pushed back.

         ‘We found out you’re all talk. You don’t have any power. You can’t do anything to us. And we’re done being scared of you.’

         Yash’s whimper immediately contradicted Jerry’s words. Rucht began to mutter under his breath. Gingerly, Conan poked his head out a few inches to get a view of Mr Kilroe. His hands were clasped in front of him and his head was tilted slightly. He gazed at Jerry like he was a mildly entertaining street performer.

         ‘True enough, Jericho,’ he said. ‘My only power is over those I 196control. Maybe I should show you?’

         He plucked the pipe from his mouth. Lips pursed, he blew a fog of smoke into the air. Then he stuck his thumb and index finger into his mouth and whistled. The sound was sharp in Conan’s ears. Beyond the crooked frame of Mr Kilroe, in the darkness of the library entrance, something growled.

         ‘Jerry!’ pleaded Conan. ‘Get back!’

         Jerry thrust out his jaw in defiance, though Conan still saw the glint of fear in his eyes.

         Conan squinted into the navy rectangle of night through the open library door. Something reached from the shadows. Talons? Or claws. Five of them – sharp and black. And then another five. They pierced the carpet and Conan could practically feel the puncture marks on his own skin.

         Shadows rolled back over a dark snout, vibrating as it sniffed. Then a row of jagged teeth and two red slits for eyes. The same colour as the eyes of the man now controlling it.

         ‘It’s one of those dogs, isn’t it?’ whispered Yash in an anguished tone. He was pressed against the bookcase, elbow to elbow with Conan.

         Conan nodded, taking in the crimson-eyed hound now clawing its way along the carpeted aisle.

         A mist drifted in behind the hound. It took the form of a second creature, wispy and ethereal. It drifted along the aisle like a plume of smoke. No more than three feet tall, it looked like a 197wizened old man that had shrunk to the size of a child. Its vacant red eyes told Conan that this was yet another being under Mr Kilroe’s control. It raised a single, smoky hand, the fingers twisted and gnarled, and seemed to draw a shape on the air.

         Conan yanked himself back behind the bookshelf. ‘We need to leave.’

         Yash nodded. ‘Agreed.’

         Conan sprang to his feet, then froze. Wisps of smoke curled in the air before him, spilling into the shape of straight lines like grout between tiles. It filled the entire space between the ends of both bookcases, forming ghostly, jail-like bars. The small, wizened creature lowered his arm, his job done.

         Conan reached for the bars. They were ice-cold and strangely solid, like smoke-filled tubes of clear glass. He shook. He rattled. He heaved. But the bars didn’t move.

         They were trapped.

         Jerry’s now-panicked eyes met his through the smoky jail. ‘What’s happening?’

         Conan could only shake his head in bewilderment as the hound prowled along the carpet towards his friend, its red eyes aflame with hunger. It bared bright white fangs, stark against its inky-black form. Between the fangs, a long tongue dripped with saliva.

         ‘Still think you have nothing to fear from me, Jericho?’ said Mr Kilroe.

         Yash began to shoulder the bars. But Conan knew it was no 198use. This was a power beyond their understanding.

         ‘Run, Jerry!’ shouted Conan.

         But Jerry shook his head. He faced the hound and planted his feet firmly. Then he raised his fists to his face.

         ‘What is he doing?’ asked Yash, bewildered.

         The hound bent back on its haunches. Claws dug deeper into the carpet, primed and ready to pounce. It leapt, and Jerry threw a fist directly into its snout.

         With a yelp, the hound tumbled backwards, rolling onto the carpet and crashing against the bookcase.

         ‘Yes, Jerry!’ whooped Conan. ‘Hit him again!’

         But before Jerry could reset his stance, the hound pounced again. This time, it was too quick. In a blur of movement, Jerry was thrown to the ground and pinned. Conan watched as the claws began to sink into the fabric of Jerry’s hoodie.

         ‘Get up, Jerry!’ yelled Yash.

         Conan spun to where Rucht still cowered in the corner. ‘Do something!’

         Rucht stared through the ghostly prison bars at where Jerry lay. His face twisted this way and that as if wrestling with a terrible decision.

         ‘Please,’ begged Conan, as tears begin to film his eyes. ‘Help him.’

         Rucht’s chest expanded with a deep breath.

         Fwoop.199

         A tiny bird shot into the air. It soared, arrow-like, through the gaps in the bars.

         Fwoop.

         The bird became a leaping elk. Antlers bent low, Rucht landed on all four hooves. The hound let out a cry as it was flung in the air. It dangled from the antlers like a plastic bag caught on the branch of a tree. With a great shake of his head, Rucht tossed the hound aside.

         Mr Kilroe leapt back as if stung. His face curled into a snarl, and a hiss left his lips. Panting, Jerry scrambled to his feet and began to back away. Rucht’s elk form dissolved in a swirl of ink and settled back into his usual, two-legged, bear-like self. Without wasting a second, he lunged at Mr Kilroe, an arm outstretched.

         Then Rucht froze mid-stride. His claw was primed at Mr Kilroe’s throat. A smile cut across the old man’s face.

         ‘Oh no,’ breathed Yash.

         Conan realised what was happening. Why Rucht hadn’t wanted to help in the first place. His yellow eyes grew misty. A blot of crimson red appeared within them and began to spread. Rucht let his arm drop. He straightened and turned to Jerry, a crimson glow in his eyes.

         ‘Welcome back to the family, Rucht,’ said Mr Kilroe with mock affection. ‘Now, let’s sort out these loathsome boys.’

         Yash yanked at the bars again, screaming, but the blood now pounding in Conan’s ears muffled the sound. Rucht marched 200towards Jerry, one claw stretched forward. It slashed across Jerry’s chest, tearing through the fabric of his hoodie. With a roar of pain, Jerry fell to the ground.

         ‘Jerry!’ screamed Conan. ‘Yash, what do we do?’

         But Yash just shook his head, eyes bulging as Rucht towered over Jerry and pressed a foot to his chest. Jerry tilted his head and stared at Conan with terrified eyes.

         ‘The son …’ he said.

         Of course. They needed to summon the son. But if his name was in these books, they’d never find it in time.

         Mr Kilroe smiled as Rucht pressed down on Jerry’s chest. The stench of tobacco smoke filled the air as he continued to suck on …

         The pipe.

         The painting in Mr Kilroe’s house reappeared in Conan’s mind, clear as day. A young man standing beside his seated father, a pipe in his lips. The pipe belonged to Mr Kilroe’s son. A wheeze like a deflating tyre left Jerry. It was now or never.

         Conan took a deep breath and summoned his inner Jack.

         ‘Oi!’ he roared at Mr Kilroe.

         The old man looked at him, amused.

         ‘Why don’t you come face us like a man, Big Ears?’

         Mr Kilroe’s face soured. Conan’s heart raced. If this was what it felt like to be Jack, he hated it.

         ‘Watch your tongue, child.’201

         Yash glared at Conan in shock. ‘What are you doing?’

         Conan ignored him and swallowed down a tremble in his throat. ‘Come over here and say that to my face, you scrawny old git! Or are you going to get other people to do all your dirty work?’

         Mr Kilroe’s features sharpened into a snarl. The pipe bobbed up and down between his lips as he marched towards the ghostly bars that separated them. Conan stiffened himself, resisting every urge to back away. Soon the old man was upon him, anger flaring in his red eyes. Their glow deepened the wrinkles on his face and made his features even more grotesque. And gripped between his clenched teeth, the pipe.

         Mr Kilroe’s hand shot through the bars and grabbed Conan by the throat. He let out a gasp and wrestled against the bony grip.

         ‘But I do love dirty work, child.’

         A stream of air was squeezed from Conan’s throat. Yash tugged at him from behind. Conan blinked, focusing on the pipe, flung his hand through the bars of the cage and swiped it. A flash of shock crossed the old man’s eyes. Conan held the summonstone firm in his left hand. But he couldn’t speak the words as Mr Kilroe’s fingers closed ever tighter around his throat. He tossed the stone and the pipe behind him, praying that Yash could figure it out.

         Darkness clouded the edges of Conan’s vision. The world was like a movie, fading to black.202

         And then, from behind, he dimly heard Yash’s voice: ‘Michael Kilroe, dúisigh agus labhair liom!’

         Conan couldn’t see or breathe. His vision continued to slip away.

         And then, from what felt like a mile away, came an echoey voice, ‘Father?’

         Mr Kilroe’s grip loosened. Conan fell to the ground like a sack of spuds. He turned, blinking, to see the ghostly figure of a young man amidst a beam of milky white. Scruffy stubble lined his jaw and his hair was unkempt.

         The demon inside Mr Kilroe snarled. ‘Your father is long gone, boy. I’ve lived in this body for more years than he ever did.’

         Michael seemed not to hear him. ‘Father, it’s been so long. Why don’t you speak to me any more? We’ve missed you so much.’

         Mr Kilroe’s eyes shut and his face contorted in pain. He shook his head and clamped his hands to his ears.

         ‘Why aren’t you listening to me, Father?’ pleaded Michael, his ghostly voice echoing around the bookcases.

         Mr Kilroe gritted his teeth. Then his jaw was prised open as if by some invisible force.

         ‘I am!’ he cried out. ‘I am listening, son! I’m here!’

         Warmth flickered into the old man’s eyes. His body sagged and his lower lip began to tremble. ‘Michael, my boy, I have so much to tell you.’

         The ghostly cage bars vanished. Rucht hovered over Jerry in 203a daze, his eyes amber yellow once more. He stared in horror at Jerry’s unconscious form and scooped him into his arms. The small, wizened creature blinked and stared. Then it scampered off through the library and out into the night.

         And Mr Kilroe’s face flickered, like a radio tuner flitting between two stations.

         Conan rubbed his throat. ‘Now!’ he yelled. With that, he charged down the aisle, knocking the weakening Mr Kilroe to the side. Yash followed, and the spirit of Michael trailed behind, tethered to the pipe that once belonged to him. Mr Kilroe lay where he had fallen, broken and brittle.

         Rucht carried Jerry out onto the library steps. As Conan and Yash pulled the doors closed, red was beginning to glimmer once more in the old man’s eyes.

         ‘Father …’ said the spirit. Then it faded away like smoke on the wind.

         ‘Don’t worry,’ said Conan. ‘You’ll see him soon.’
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            Chapter 26

            The Doomsday Club

         

         Jack

         Jack sped through the city on his bike, his legs pumping the pedals, a light drizzle washing over his face. Dublin was more alive and louder than it had been before. Headlights crawled through the dark streets, shining like the eyes of predators in the deep of the forest. Every now and then, the peal of a firework would pierce the air and spray light across the sky, reminding him of what he’d done. Of the last time he’d seen the others alive.

         A sick feeling churned in his stomach. What if they were dead already? His breath rattled as panic crushed his chest, making it hard to pedal. The streets were blurred by the tears welling in his eyes. Lucy was so small. She’d be so scared. And it was all his fault.

         Jack rode past St Stephen’s Green and skidded to a halt at the top of Grafton Street. He was face to face with throngs of people. 205Shouts and cheers rang out, and as he gazed up along the street, his heart dropped. A colossal, gnarled figure towered above the crowd. It was at least fifteen feet tall and had the withered face of an old woman. Her hair hung in knotted grey threads across her face. Her nose was wide and bulbous, her eyes narrow and piercing. One enormous, wrinkled hand stretched out over the crowd while the other gripped an enormous glowing lantern, dappling the spectators in light.

         It took Jack a long, frightened moment to realise that it was a giant puppet. They were hauled out every year for Halloween, stalking the streets in a grand spectacle. He’d wanted to see the parade many times, but who would he go with? Darren and Tom would never agree and he would never ask them. Lucy had asked countless times, and he’d always said no. He’d been worried about being seen out with his little sister on the biggest night of the year for mayhem. But he’d give anything to be here with her now.

         Neon lights glowed orange and blue from the shopfronts at street level, while above, the old brick buildings stood in darkness like empty husks. Cheers and shrieks erupted from the crowd as the procession snaked along. Beyond the old hag was an owl of similar height, gazing sternly at the crowd below. Then there were men and women on stilts, their colourful costumes ablaze under orange streetlights. And wandering among them, drawing wondrous smiles and camera flashes, was a tall, dark figure with twisting antlers and yellow eyes.206

         ‘Rucht!’ yelled Jack.

         His voice was drowned out by the crowd. Rucht continued to march awkwardly in line with the procession, waving to the crowd. One performer on stilts eyed him curiously. Then Jack spotted a shock of blond hair running into the parade line. Conan. He tugged Rucht’s arm, who smiled and followed him out of the parade. Yash and Jerry, both looking deathly pale, followed them out of the crowd towards the road where Jack now stood straddling his bike.

         Yash spotted him first. His lips grew thin and he stopped. Jerry smiled wanly and glanced at Conan, who was stony-faced. Rucht waved.

         They were alive, at least. He took a moment to let relief wash over him before remembering why’d he’d come.

         ‘Where’s Kilroe?’ he demanded.

         Conan’s nostrils flared. Jack had never seen him like this.

         ‘Don’t you think you should start with an apology?’

         ‘There isn’t time to talk about our feelings, Conan,’ said Jack. ‘I need to find him. Give me the stone.’

         ‘That’s not a good idea, Jack,’ said Jerry. ‘He found us in the library. We barely escaped.’

         A groan escaped Jerry’s lips, and Jack realised that he was being held upright by Yash.

         ‘Let’s just leave,’ spat Conan. ‘Why should we care what happens to him after what he did to us in the cemetery?’207

         Something stung in Jack’s eye and he blinked it away. He didn’t have time to explain that he didn’t actually throw any fireworks. That he had tried to tell Darren and Tom it was a bad idea.

         Jerry looked mournfully at Conan. ‘We could use his help.’

         ‘He attacked us, Jerry,’ said Yash, scowling.

         They were talking like he wasn’t there. He didn’t have time for this, not when Lucy was missing. Not when they had what he needed to get her back.

         ‘I don’t need your help!’ said Jack, seething. ‘Just give me the stone and I’ll go get him myself.’

         Conan’s face grew redder. ‘So now you want to help? We’re the ones who’ve been standing up to Mr Kilroe and trying to stop him, while you’ve spent the night terrorising people with those idiots you call friends!’

         ‘I haven’t!’ roared Jack. ‘I’ve been looking for my sister!’

         Conan’s face softened and his eyes clouded with worry. ‘What’s happened to Lucy?’

         ‘He took her,’ said Jack, choking back tears. ‘She’s gone and I’ve no idea where. She could be dead, for all I know. All because of you losers and this stupid quest you’re on. If you’d just left it alone, she’d be safe!’

         Anger flooded Conan’s face in a flush of red. He stepped closer. ‘Can you hear yourself? This is as much your fault as ours! Of course you couldn’t just be part of the team. You had to pretend you hated every second with us. It’s not our fault Lucy is gone. 208And maybe if you’d worked with us, we’d have a chance of getting her back!’

         Something about hearing Lucy’s name made Jack snap. His heart was feeling things it hadn’t bothered to tell his brain about. He felt the rage burn inside, that familiar fire he’d grown to enjoy. He thrust his hands into Conan’s chest, expecting him to stumble and fall.

         But he didn’t. He stumbled and stood.

         And in a split second, Conan swung a closed fist into Jack’s face.

         The world spun, two out-of-focus images shifting and realigning. His face burned. His cheek throbbed. His ears rang. As the focus came back, he gazed in shock at Conan’s equally shocked face.

         Jack swung his own fist. A large, paw-like hand blocked it. Jerry stood between them, his face stern.

         ‘No,’ he said.

         ‘Out of my way, Jerry!’

         But Jerry held firm. ‘No.’

         Jack writhed against the hand. His eyes stung and he became aware that his cheeks were wet with tears.

         ‘What the hell is wrong with you?’ yelled Conan. ‘What’s so bad about being seen with us? You spend all your time trying to impress those jerks and where are they now when you need them?’209

         ‘And where will you be when this is all over?’ spat Jack. Blood was pounding in his ears.

         Yash searched his face. ‘What do you mean?’

         The floodgates were open now. Jack couldn’t have stopped talking if he tried. ‘Once this year is over, you’ll all move on. Private schools, higher classes. Then college and good jobs. What will I do? I’ll stay exactly the same. The angry, mouthy idiot no one wants to be around. So excuse me if I put the effort in with people who are losers like me!’

         All three stared at him, open-mouthed.

         Yash chewed his lip. ‘Jack, we’re not going to leave you.’

         Jack ran the back of his hand across his wet face. ‘Ah, c’mon. Give it a year and you’ll only talk to people who wear blazers.’

         Yash fell quiet. Was he considering if it were true?

         Jack stared up into the night sky and breathed deeply. ‘People are intimidated by me. They don’t like me.’

         Jerry opened his mouth to say something but couldn’t seem to find the words.

         ‘You’re right,’ said Conan quietly. ‘Why would they? You’ve been nothing but horrible to me. You ignore me no matter how much I try. And if you want to blame someone for all this, blame yourself. You were the one who convinced us to break into Kilroe’s house. And we wouldn’t even have been in detention if you hadn’t started that fire.’

         ‘I did that for you!’ said Jack. 210

         Conan’s mouth hung open. Rucht stood quietly like a child waiting for his mother at the supermarket.

         Jerry looked at him in disbelief. ‘What were you planning for a Christmas present: bulldozing the school?’

         Jack tried to breathe slowly. The truth tasted bitter in his mouth. ‘Darren and Tom were going to corner you in the toilets, Conan. They’d planned it for ages. They were going to dunk your head in the bowl. I tried to talk them out of it, like I did with the fireworks. They never listen, and they turn on me if I say anything.’

         Conan scraped a shoe against the tarmac. ‘Why me?’

         ‘Because …’ Jack began. He rubbed a palm across his forehead. ‘Because you’re an easy target. Because they know you can’t fight back.’ As he spoke, a clarity dawned on him. ‘And because they’re just really nasty people.’

         ‘You could have told someone!’

         ‘That’s not how it works. You can’t run to a teacher every time something goes wrong.’

         Yash frowned. ‘But you can light a fire?’

         ‘Yes, if it gets everyone out of the toilets and keeps Conan safe. But you all happened to be there and freaked out and started rushing for the door. And Conan rugby-tackled Jerry to get past him. And then you called me a loser and I saw red.’

         Yash stared at him in disbelief and waved his hands manically. ‘You. Started. A. Fire!’211

         ‘To protect Conan! And can we stop calling it a fire? It was a few scraps of paper in a bin, not the Great Fire of London!’

         Yash screwed up his face in confusion and opened his mouth to speak.

         ‘Do not ask how I know about the Great Fire of London!’ snapped Jack.

         Yash shut his mouth.

         Conan looked at his feet. He seemed to be taking it all in.

         ‘Look,’ said Jack. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t know how else to put a stop to it. And I’m sorry for everything else too. I just … I don’t know. I don’t know why I do it.’

         ‘Because you enjoy it,’ muttered Yash.

         Jack sighed and pinched his nose. ‘Sometimes, yeah. Like you enjoy being the smart one, always putting people down. It feels good to be powerful when …’

         ‘When you don’t feel confident,’ said Jerry in his leisurely way.

         ‘Yeah, I guess,’ said Jack, shrugging.

         But Jerry was right. And Yash knew it too.

         Red blotches bloomed on Conan’s face. His eyes were wet with tears. ‘We were friends, Jack. I know we’re never going to be best buds, but you could at least pretend to like me. Even if it’s just for this year. Our last year in primary school.’

         Jack looked up into the starry sky. He hated seeing Conan like this, like an injured puppy. And he hated that he had caused it. But mostly, he hated talking about it. ‘I do like you. But you 212just make it so hard sometimes. We’re growing up, Conan. I know that’s scary for you but if you don’t start to toughen up, you’ll be eaten alive in secondary school. By people worse than me.’

         Jerry patted Conan on the back. ‘He just fought off an ancient demon in the body of a six-foot-tall man about twenty minutes ago. Just sayin’.’

         Jack looked at Conan. ‘You know what I mean. But I am sorry, even though …’

         He stopped at the sight of Jerry and Yash glaring. ‘Okay. I’m just sorry.’

         Conan nodded. ‘I stick with people I like, Jack. Good people. That’s the only thing I care about. And right now, I want to help you stop Mr Kilroe and find Lucy.’

         Jack remembered Mr Kilroe’s burning eyes at that moment, his hunger for the stone. ‘You can’t help. He wants to trade the stone for Lucy. It’s the only way he’ll give her back.’

         Jerry placed a hand on Jack’s shoulder. ‘You know you can’t trust him. He might want more than that …’

         Jack inhaled deeply. ‘I know he does. He wants me. It’s why he took Lucy in the first place. Not just the stone. The body he’s in is dying. He wants mine.’

         Conan’s mouth dropped open, aghast. ‘Jack, no!’

         ‘Jack,’ said Yash, stepping closer. ‘You can’t do that. He’ll just become more powerful.’213

         Jack felt limp. ‘I don’t care. All that matters is that Lucy is safe.’

         ‘I know,’ said Yash. ‘But we’ve found a way to stop him. To get rid of him for good. And get Lucy back.’

         Conan nodded. ‘We’re not going to let you face him alone.’

         He held out his hand. Jack took a deep breath. The crowds on the street beyond had begun to filter away, the hour getting ever later. Despite the swell of emotions battling inside him, he decided to do something he wasn’t used to: he decided to listen to his head. And his head said he couldn’t do this alone. He took the proffered hand and shook it.

         Jerry placed one giant hand on top of theirs.

         ‘Oh, sorry,’ he said, noting their confusion. ‘I thought we were doing the hands-in thing.’

         Conan’s eyes brightened and he wiped his eyes. ‘Oh yeah, that’s much better!’

         He released Jack’s hand and held out his own, palm down.

         Jack rolled his eyes. ‘Oh, for feck’s sake.’

         ‘Watch it, Jack,’ said Yash.

         ‘You watch it.’

         Then their hands went in, one on top of each other. It felt good, but Jack kept that to himself. Then a large, clawed hand rested on top of them.

         Rucht smiled. ‘Doomsday Club?’

         ‘Yes,’ Jerry agreed. ‘To the Doomsday Club.’

         Conan’s wet eyes beamed. ‘To the Doomsday Club!’214

         Jack shook his head and smiled too. ‘The Doomsday Club.’

         Yash eyed them all in turn. ‘It’s just … we could definitely think of something better.’

         ‘Would it kill you?’ said Jack.

         ‘No. I suppose of all the things we’re about to face tonight, it won’t.’ He sighed. ‘To the Doomsday Club.’
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            Chapter 27

            Home Turf

         

         Jack

         ‘Explain it to me again,’ said Jack.

         The boys were sheltering in the neon glow of a grimy-looking newsagents. They had selected it for one reason alone: there were people around. Adults who might kick up a fuss if the old man now hunting them showed up with hands twitching for a strangling. Rucht waited in the shadows of a nearby alley.

         ‘Okay,’ said Conan, his face stern and serious but still oddly comical. ‘The Dealra Dubh is possessing Mr Kilroe’s body. But that body is dying and his powers are weak. He is coming after us because we have the stone he needs to heighten his powers and possess a new body. Which is great.’

         Jack nodded slowly. ‘Because me being possessed by an ancient evil spirit would be an improvement?’216

         Conan grimaced. ‘Sorry, no. Because we need to get him close so we can summon his son and rip the Dealra Dubh from Mr Kilroe’s body for good this time.’

         ‘And then what? The spirit thing separates from him and we hit it a few slaps, tie it up, call the gardaí?’

         ‘We could,’ said Jerry, scratching his wide jaw. ‘But we thought it might be better to send it back to where he came from.’

         ‘Which is?’

         ‘Through the portal,’ answered Yash. ‘The same one Rucht came through.’

         ‘And how do we open this portal?’

         Conan held out the yellow stone between his thumb and forefinger. ‘With this: the summonstone. Mr Kilroe – or that thing – used it to open the portal in the first place. Rucht knows how to do it.’

         Rucht, upon hearing his name, poked his head around the corner of a darkened alley and waved happily.

         ‘The stone archway outside school,’ explained Yash. ‘If I understand Rucht correctly, it’s a place of great power. Not the arch itself, but the site. Apparently, opening the portal is easy if you have the stone.’

         ‘Wait,’ said Jerry. ‘If we’re sending Rucht and the Dealra Dubh back through, won’t he just possess Rucht like last time?’

         Conan shook his head. ‘Full possession is a contract. Rucht would have to agree, like the real Mr Kilroe did in order to revive 217his son. Without a body or a piece of the Lia Fáil, hopefully the Dealra Dubh will just wither and die.’

         Jack rubbed his temples, digesting the information. ‘This seems like it has a good chance of failing. And what about Lucy?’

         Conan looked at Jerry, who looked at Yash, who frowned. ‘Like Conan said, possession is a contract. He’ll come expecting you to be ready to trade. The stone, and maybe your life, for her.’

         Jack swallowed. ‘So I’ll have to stand on my own.’

         Yash seemed to be weighing up his response. ‘I think it’s best if he assumes you’re on your own. That way we might catch him off guard.’

         Jack had to admit that it made sense. He nodded. ‘Okay, I’ll draw him out.’

         ‘And once you do,’ said Jerry, ‘we’ll be waiting to pounce, ready to beat the crap out of those dogs this time and get your sister back.’

         A bell chimed. They stood aside as the door to the newsagents swung open. Jack saw wrinkled skin and a bulbous nose beneath a flat cap. He gripped Yash’s arm, heart racing. But then the man lifted his face and smiled. Just a stranger.

         ‘Sorry,’ muttered Jack, letting go of Yash.

         He couldn’t shake the feeling that the old man could be any­where. All that anger and hate was now directed at hunting them down. And somewhere out there, Lucy was frightened and alone.

         ‘Remember that Kilroe himself isn’t the real threat,’ said Conan, chewing his lip. ‘We should be more worried about those hounds. 218And if he gets the stone, who knows what kind of creatures he could summon?’

         Yash’s eyes were mournful. ‘I hate saying this but is it worth telling our parents?’

         ‘No,’ said Jack. ‘By the time we explained it all, it would be too late. We’d miss our chance.’

         ‘I’ll message Bernie,’ said Jerry. ‘But it’s late. If we’re doing this, it has to be now. Adults aren’t going to protect us. We need to protect ourselves.’

         Rain began to patter softly. Jack threw up his hood and felt the warmth against his ears. Gears cranked in his mind, twisting and plotting and forming shapes. A picture came into focus, slowly but surely.

         ‘Jerry’s right. That thing inside Mr Kilroe is obviously a lot stronger than us. We need to be on the defence so we can see him coming and figure out what kind of creatures we’ll be up against. And we need to be on home turf.’

         Jerry nodded. ‘Somewhere we know like the back of our hands.’

         ‘Like one of our homes?’ asked Yash.

         ‘No,’ said Jack, as the idea locked into place in his mind. ‘School.’
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            Chapter 28

            The Fortress

         

         Conan

         ‘What use will those films be in real life?’

         It was one of Conan’s mother’s favourite sayings. Playing video games? What use will that be? Reading comics? What use will that be? Watching films filled with the horrific and the fantastical? What use will that be?

         Plenty of use, thank you very much.

         Here he was, prepping for an assault by otherworldly creatures, and he knew one thing for sure: holy water was his friend. It kept away all sorts of things that you didn’t want getting inside your home. His aunt even doused him in some when he accidentally used a bad word, aged five. He hadn’t uttered one since.

         ‘Are you sure we have time for this?’

         Yash looked on haughtily as Conan splashed liquid on the 220boundaries of the school. Jerry fiddled with the school lock while Jack eyed up the door like he’d been waiting his whole life to knock it down.

         ‘Trust me,’ replied Conan. ‘Holy water is the way to go. It’s a classic.’

         Getting it had been easy; the church might be closed but the font outside had plenty. He shook the last drop from the last bottle and put it with the others in his pocket to dispose of later, making a silent wish that whatever powers it had were rain resistant.

         ‘What do Hindus normally do in this situation?’ asked Conan.

         Yash stared. ‘I don’t know, Conan. My parents aren’t Hindus.’

         ‘Oh. What are they?’

         ‘Solicitors.’

         That was news to Conan. ‘Is that one god or many?’

         Yash squinted at him, as if trying to follow his favourite show in a different language. Then he shook his head in bewilderment. ‘Come on. You need to practise opening the portal before Mr Kilroe finds us. I’m surprised he hasn’t figured out where we are already.’

         Conan nodded. ‘C’mon, Rucht.’

         They crossed to the Gothic archway in the park wall, which stood a few feet away, lit only by the moon that peeped through the scudding clouds. Conan plucked the stone from his pocket and … 221

         ‘Ow!’

         It burned with heat. He hopped it back and forth between his hands until Rucht reached out and grabbed it. He started blabbing rapidly, gesturing at the stone arch and carving his hand through the air. Then he thrust the stone towards Conan and nodded, a smile playing on his face.

         ‘An dtuigin tú?’ Do you understand?

         Conan shook his head rapidly.

         ‘Sorry,’ said Yash, checking over his shoulder to see if Jack and Jerry had opened the door to the school yet. ‘I couldn’t catch all that.’

         Rucht smiled and nodded as if he understood. He held out the palm of his free, paw-like hand. It was padded, almost like a dog’s. Conan reached out and took it, and it closed around him. If he’d seen this image of himself, holding the hand of this beast, back when he first saw it climb through the archway, he’d have messed his pants. But around Rucht he felt surer of himself than he ever had before.

         Rucht turned Conan’s hand around and slowly lowered the summonstone towards his palm. He locked eyes with Conan.

         ‘Ná bí buartha.’

         ‘He says “don’t worry”, Conan,’ said Yash.

         Conan sucked in a deep breath. The yellow stone met his palm. He squealed. It burned with fire, suddenly alive at being so close to the portal. It was surely scorching his skin away, melting it 222down to the bone. He’d have no hand left. They’d call him One-Hand Conan. He might even have to get a hook.

         And then the stone cooled, leaving just a comforting warmth. Conan peered at his palm. It was clean and unblemished.

         Rucht smiled widely and closed Conan’s fingers around the stone. Then he gripped his shoulder firmly. ‘Fear láidir.’

         ‘It means–’ began Yash.

         ‘I know,’ said Conan, smiling. ‘I know what it means.’

         Strong man. 

         Then Rucht made a slow, sweeping movement with his arm, following the arc of the archway. Apparently, there were no words to say, no spell to cast. Just the strength and will to hold the stone long enough to trace the curve of the archway.

         ‘Okay,’ said Conan, nodding rapidly to psych himself up. ‘I’m ready.’

         A wail pierced the air. It pulsed out from the school building, shattering the silence of the deserted church grounds. The school’s alarm! Conan threw his hands to his ears but it did nothing to shield him from the piercing sound. It was like toothpicks digging into his eardrums. Conan, Yash and Rucht raced to the front door of the school, which still stood closed. Jack and Jerry stood before it, covering their ears and bathed in a flashing red light.

         Jerry smiled sheepishly. ‘Forgot about the alarm.’

         ‘Why didn’t we think this through?’ shouted Yash over the sound.223

         ‘Because our lives are in danger!’ Jack shouted back.

         They spent the following three minutes tugging at the door and every window they could find, trying to spot a way inside. But it was no use. They weren’t getting in without a key. Every wail of the alarm made Conan wince. It was a constant, blaring call to Mr Kilroe and all his foul creatures. They had come for a fortress and instead had backed themselves into a corner.

         ‘Well, we wanted to draw him out, I guess.’ Jack shrugged. ‘Now find somewhere to hide. He could show up any second.’

         Yash blanched, looking towards the pathway beside the church. ‘I think he already has.’

         In the shadows beyond the church, something moved. A figure was striding towards them. Conan’s heart dropped and he stumbled backwards. A church spotlight bathed the figure in bright light. It had a ghastly face with deep, sunken shadows around the eyes. A tattered, bloody wedding gown dragged along the ground as it moved.

         ‘It’s a corpse bride,’ yelled Conan. ‘Stay away, demon!’

         Yash grabbed his arm. ‘Relax, it’s just …’

         The figure came closer, and Conan saw that the pale face was the result of face paint, the wedding dress nothing more than a costume. But it was someone far scarier than a corpse bride.

         ‘Miss?’

         Ms Murphy stared at them each in turn and her mouth opened and closed multiple times before she found the words. ‘What in 224the name of Lucifer are you boys doing here? And why is the alarm going off?’

         Conan raised his hands in protest. ‘Miss, I can explain! We have a really good reason. You have to believe us!’

         But Ms Murphy’s expression had shifted. Her eyes had landed on something behind Conan’s shoulder. She wobbled on the spot, her eyes wide, and pointed a trembling finger.

         ‘What … what is …?’

         Conan turned to see Rucht smiling awkwardly at her. He looked to Conan for guidance and gave a tentative wave.

         And then Ms Murphy’s eyes rolled back in her head and she crumpled to the damp ground.
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            Chapter 29

            Bait

         

         Jack

         Cold rain lashed Jack’s face, but he barely felt a thing. His eyes were fixed on the entrance gates to the church grounds, waiting for Mr Kilroe to appear from the shadows, waiting to see Lucy at his side. He twisted his grip round the strapped end of a hurley. After scouring the school, it was the best weapon he could find. He wasn’t afraid to use it. He wanted to use it.

         A security spotlight hung above him, revealing the unending splashes of rain on the pavement. He and Ms Murphy sheltered in the alcove of the side door of the church, listening for movement. She’d recovered from her spell of fainting. Well, maybe ‘recovered’ was a relative term. She was leaning on a hurley for support as she watched the rain fall with glazed eyes. Jack wondered how hard her mind was working to process everything she’d just learned.226

         ‘You really didn’t have to wait with me,’ he said.

         She blinked, then smiled. ‘What kind of teacher would I be if I let you do this alone?’

         Jack nodded. She was the kind of teacher who always had his back, even if that meant taking none of his nonsense. Not that he’d tell her that. Instead, he said, ‘I’m sorry we made this all happen.’

         Ms Murphy sighed heavily. ‘I’m not sure you boys are to blame. I imagine Mr Kilroe, or whoever – whatever – he is, would’ve gone through with his plans regardless. At least this way we have a fighting chance.’

         It had taken some convincing to stop her from calling the gardaí. Jack had explained that if the place was suddenly swarming with squad cars, Mr Kilroe would pretend they were troublesome kids playing a prank. If he was going to bring Lucy out into the open, it needed to be just them. After some thought, Ms Murphy had agreed. He liked that about her. She surveyed the situation, planned and took action.

         ‘I really hope this works,’ he said.

         His teacher smiled sympathetically at him. ‘We’ll make sure it does. It’s not the worst plan I’ve ever heard.’

         Jack shrugged. ‘Yash did most of the strategic thinking. He’s smart like that.’

         She paused. ‘Well, so are you.’

         ‘Don’t, Miss.’ He hated pity, and empty compliments were just 227pity dressed up. ‘You can say those things to my ma to make her feel better about my test scores, but you won’t fool me.’

         She turned to face him, leaning on the hurley. ‘I’m not trying to fool you, Jack. I couldn’t.’ She tapped his forehead. ‘Because you’re too smart. And if you’ve been made to feel like you’re not, that’s my fault.’

         ‘No, it isn’t,’ he muttered. ‘You give me more of a chance than most. All the other teachers think I’m a pain.’

         ‘You are a pain. But you’re also clever and kind and funny.’ She inhaled deeply and stared out into the rain once more. ‘You just work too hard trying to hide it. And it’s not only me who thinks that.’

         Jack said nothing. Something caught in his throat. He wanted to ask her for details, to hear more about what she thought and what other teachers had said. And at the same time, he wanted to be absolutely silent and let the ground swallow him up.

         ‘Promise me one thing, Jack.’

         He looked at her.

         ‘When this is all over, leave all the baggage behind. Stop trying to impress people and start impressing yourself.’

         He said nothing. But he made a silent promise to himself to do what she said. And he knew she understood that, too.

         Their plan was simple: the Dealra Dubh wouldn’t come alone, and they had to separate him from his hellhounds. Equally he – it – needed Jack to willingly volunteer his body, and it needed that 228body in one piece. So Jack presumed he would be safe right up until the point that his body was possessed by an ancient spirit. Ms Murphy, being the fastest, would lure the hounds towards the school, only a few metres away, where the others had spent the last fifteen minutes barricading rooms and shutting off every escape for whatever followed her inside. It would be an ambush. And then they’d help Jack deal with Mr Kilroe. Jack would stall for time and keep Kilroe talking. And once Kilroe kept his side of the bargain and let Lucy go free, Jack would turn and lob the stone back to the others. Kilroe would be helpless without it.

         Suddenly, Ms Murphy gripped his arm and pointed straight ahead. Jack followed her gaze. A dark figure was moving through the sheets of rain. A pair of red eyes burned in the darkness, outlining Mr Kilroe’s shape. Jack’s heart began to thump and Ms Murphy’s fingers tightened on his arm. Mr Kilroe’s steps were slow and precise as he crossed through the gates to the side of the church, now just a few yards from them. On either side of him, the hounds stalked, prowling like enormous wolves. One of the four was limping but its eyes were fiercer and hungrier than ever.

         ‘Those are the dogs you were talking about?’ whispered Ms Murphy.

         Jack nodded, gripping the hurley in one hand and the stone in the other before stepping into the light and feeling the downpour instantly drench his hoodie.

         Mr Kilroe’s steps slowed as he approached, a wicked smile 229playing on his lips. Jack felt sick. The grey skin on Mr Kilroe’s face sagged horribly. The red eyes, unshuttered by sunglasses, sat in hollow sockets. The flesh had begun to wither from the hand that gripped the walking stick, revealing the white of bone. Decay was setting in, which meant the demon needed Jack more than ever.

         ‘I see you’ve brought a friend, Jack,’ said Mr Kilroe, spotting Ms Murphy in the alcove of the church door.

         Ms Murphy stood frozen, her mouth hanging open in horror to see him like this. Jack wondered how often she had seen Mr Kilroe as a frail old man outside her classroom window.

         ‘Where’s Lucy?’ said Jack. He would not make a move until he laid eyes on her. He held the summonstone high, feeling its heat through his fingertips. ‘I have what you came for.’

         A flash of desire crossed Mr Kilroe’s eyes and he turned. ‘Come here, child.’

         Jack held his breath and waited. Then, from behind the old man, Lucy stepped forward. Jack’s heart sank. She was in her dressing gown – now soaking wet – and her face was pale with fright. Her wide eyes pleaded with him, sending a surge of anger and fear scorching through him. They should be at home together, right now, eating sweets and watching movies.

         ‘It’s okay, Luce,’ he called. ‘I’m here. You’re going to be okay.’

         ‘That’s right, Luce,’ said Mr Kilroe, mocking Jack’s tone. ‘You are. Because your brother is going to give me what I want.’

         He raised two fingers to his lips and gave a long, low whistle. 230Jack flinched, eyeing the ravenous stares of the hounds.

         But the hounds didn’t move. Mr Kilroe caught the confusion on Jack’s face and his smile deepened, causing bits of flesh to flake from his face.

         A shattering sound broke the silence. From behind Mr Kilroe, streetlights exploded one by one, plunging them deeper into darkness. Something black and enormous was moving against the stone and iron fence that separated the church from the street beyond. A scraping sounded against the pavement, like something heavy being dragged across concrete.

         ‘Jack,’ said Ms Murphy. ‘You said it was just dogs.’

         ‘It was.’ Jack’s eyes darted left and right, desperately trying to make sense of the coiling black form that slithered towards them.

         Mr Kilroe seemed to be enjoying the panic on their faces. ‘I’ve kept the Súileach locked up for quite a while now. It’ll obey me to a point but if I really want it to do my bidding, I’ll need that stone.’

         A tremble ran through every inch of Jack’s body. ‘Súil means eye, right?’

         Ms Murphy nodded. By the horror on her face, he knew she was thinking the same thing as he was: they’d made a terrible mistake.

         ‘Which is fortunate,’ continued Mr Kilroe, his eyes ablaze with triumph. ‘Because you’re about to give it to me, Jack. You’re about to give me everything.’231

         The writhing, coiling sound grew closer. Lucy turned and gasped, seeing something Jack couldn’t. But he could feel its presence grow closer, deepening the shadows of the night. He could hear the rain splashing against it.

         An eye blinked open in the darkness above them. Jack gasped. It was as big as his head and bright white, with a red pupil that pulsed with life. Then another eye opened, further above them to the left. And then another, and another, until evil eyes scattered the night like wicked stars.

         Ms Murphy gripped Jack’s arm and dragged him back. ‘Run. Now!’

         But before Jack could react, the eyes began to spin. The creature seemed to be a mass of grasping black tentacles, each with a rage-filled eye. Jack saw a blur of writhing shadow and realised that one of the tentacles was hurtling towards him. He turned and ran but, in seconds, something strong and wet coiled around his chest and gripped him hard. Pain stung his ribs and came out of him in a roar.

         A few feet ahead, Ms Murphy turned to the sound of his scream. Jack struggled against the grip of the tentacle, stretching to hold the summonstone out to her.

         ‘Take it!’ he yelled.

         She turned on her heel, almost slipping on the wet ground and bolted back towards him. One hound had already reached her and she swung hard with her hurley, whacking it aside. In a 232flash, another tentacle barrelled towards her and crashed into her middle, sending her hurtling back towards the school like a rag doll.

         ‘Miss!’ screamed Jack.

         The tentacle that had hit her reared back, its demonic eye fixed on him. Then it reached forward and prised the summonstone from his hand. Jack twisted and struggled as much as he could but his arms were pinned to his sides.

         Suddenly, the hounds gave chase towards the school’s front door, outside which Ms Murphy lay unmoving.

         ‘Miss!’ he roared again, helpless. ‘Get up!’

         A slice of light appeared as the heavy wooden door to the school was pushed ajar and Conan’s wide eyes stared out. Jack’s stomach dropped and his voice died in his throat. Tight and strong, the tentacle lifted him higher into the air as the hounds charged towards his teacher and his friends.
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            Chapter 30

            The Last Stand

         

         Conan

         Conan stood frozen, gripping the handle of the door to the school, trying to process what he saw. Something enormous writhed at the side of the church. The air was filled with hundreds of wicked eyes. In the exploding light of a distant firework, the creature became a silhouette of dozens of tentacles, each thrashing about and ready to crush whatever stood in its way. In one of those tentacles was Jack, being carried towards Mr Kilroe, who stood with Lucy at his side.

         A few feet from the doorway, Ms Murphy lay unconscious on the wet cobbles. Four snarling hellhounds were darting towards her, seething and ravenous. Conan’s blood ran cold. Their plan had failed.

         Suddenly, Jerry was outside in the rain, grabbing Ms Murphy 234under the arms. As he dragged her back inside, he roared, ‘Close the door, Conan!’

         Conan blinked and nodded, dragging the heavy wooden door closed. It clicked shut just as something thudded against it. Then another, and another. The hounds were throwing themselves against it.

         Jerry propped Ms Murphy against a radiator in the corridor. A purple bruise bloomed on her forehead. Then he pulled off his hoodie, wrapped it in a ball and placed it behind her head.

         ‘What happened to her?’ asked Yash, his lower lip trembling. ‘Where’s Jack?’

         Conan tried to find the words to explain what he’d seen outside.

         ‘Lads,’ said Jerry, clicking his fingers to get their attention. ‘Help me with this.’

         He began to drag a large wooden cupboard against the door. Conan and Yash ran to him and pressed their hands against it. For a moment, it wouldn’t budge. Then Rucht, in his bear form, came loping forward and joined them. The cupboard scraped against the tiles as all four of them heaved it in front of the door. Rucht then picked up an old PE bench and placed it on top for good measure.

         Another thud. The door shook, and the cupboard and bench shook with it.

         ‘There’s something huge out there,’ said Conan, finding his voice at last. ‘A big bunch of tentacles and eyes. It has Jack.’

         Deathly quiet fell on the corridor, punctuated by the thudding 235of the hounds as they threw themselves against the door again and again. The green exit sign buzzed overhead and the flickering made Conan even more nauseous than he already was.

         Yash looked shrunken. Dark circles ringed his eyes. ‘Then he has the summonstone too. He’s going to take Jack’s body. It’s over.’

         Thud.

         Adrenaline coursed through Conan’s veins. This couldn’t be how it ended. After all they’d done. They couldn’t just let him win. They couldn’t let Jack become …

         He grabbed one of the hurleys they’d stockpiled by the door and held it firmly across his chest. ‘No.’

         ‘Conan,’ pleaded Yash. ‘He has the stone. He has the hounds. He apparently has a giant, tentacled monster!’

         Thud.

         ‘Well,’ said Conan, trying to force the image of the hundred-eyed beast from his mind. ‘We have hurleys. And we have Rucht. And we have …’

         Yash held up a hand. ‘I swear to God, Conan, if you say, “we have each other”, I’ll be sick.’

         Jerry picked up two hurleys, tossed one to Yash and rested the other against his broad shoulder. ‘Conan’s right. We’re not leaving Jack behind. We have a plan. However horribly it’s gone wrong, we stick to it. Which means fighting off those hounds and then helping Jack.’

         Yash nodded, gripping his hurley with both hands. ‘Okay.’236

         ‘Plan,’ said Rucht, which Conan assumed was him agreeing.

         Thud. 

         All four of them faced the barricaded doorway. Conan’s breath rattled as he inhaled. Try as he might, he couldn’t stop the tremble that ran through his hands as he gripped the hurley. He felt a warm paw on his arm and looked up to see Rucht move in front of him, next to Jerry.

         The hounds hammered against the door again. The bench tumbled down and the cupboard shook violently.

         And then it stopped. For a long moment, the only sound in the corridor was their heavy breathing.

         ‘Where did they go?’ whispered Conan, rubbing the sweat from his palms on the side of his joggers.

         To their left, behind a classroom door, glass shattered. Claws skittered across the wooden classroom floor.

         Jerry’s knuckles were white as he squeezed the handle of his hurley. ‘So much for the holy water.’

         ‘That’s on me,’ whimpered Conan.

         The classroom door broke off its hinges and fell into the corridor. Four snarling hounds scrambled through it, red eyes aflame. The leader of the pack stalked towards them, saliva dripping from a row of razor-sharp teeth. Conan raised his hurley, ready to strike. The hound reared up before leaping towards him. For an awful moment, it seemed suspended in mid-air, jaws agape, spit-flecked teeth primed to tear into him.237

         Then Rucht charged forward, bent his head and caught the hound on his antlers. He flung the foul creature across the corridor where its head collided against the wall with a crack. Its companions wasted no time. They pounced on Rucht, one clamping teeth around his leg, the other tearing at his side. He threw his head back and let out a pained roar that ripped through Conan.

         ‘Rucht!’ he screamed and pelted towards him. He swung his hurley in an upwards arc towards the hound at Rucht’s side. The flat end of the ash connected with the hound’s jaw. With a sickening crack, the creature tumbled across the floor.

         ‘Nice one!’ said Jerry, swinging his own hurley wildly at another, forcing it into a corner by the door.

         But the felled hound recovered quickly. It scrambled to its feet, blood now pouring from a gash on its head. As it readied itself to lunge, Conan thrust his hurley forward, aiming for its head. Instead, he found its mouth. With powerful jaws, the hound yanked the hurley from Conan’s hands and shattered it between its teeth.

         Suddenly Yash was at his side. In one fluid movement, he brought his hurley down on the hound’s head. It fell to the floor and whimpered, defeated.

         ‘Thanks,’ said Conan, examining his now splintered weapon.

         Yash kept his eyes on the two remaining hounds: one still had its jaws clamped on Rucht’s leg as the shape-shifter fought to pull it off, the other was snapping at Jerry in the corner by the door.238

         ‘Go find another weapon,’ said Yash, before running towards Rucht.

         Conan nodded and turned back down the corridor, scanning the walls for anything that could be used to fight. All he saw was noticeboards filled with weeks-old artwork and a cabinet with trophies that were neither big enough nor sharp enough for his purposes. Then an idea hit him. He turned the corner to the short corridor that led to the staffroom. A laminated ‘Staff Only’ sign was Blu-tacked to it. Conan gulped and opened the door, taking a moment to stand on the threshold. Whatever chaos was happening behind him, this was a momentous occasion. He’d stolen glances at this room before, slivers of sightings as the door opened and closed. Mr Roche spilling his tea. Ms Cawley crying on Mrs Lynch’s shoulder. It had been only a few feet away for most of his childhood but stayed shrouded in mystery.

         But as he stepped into the room and gave it a proper look, he was a little disappointed. For one thing, it was tiny. A long, oval table sat in the centre, taking up most of the space. A whiteboard covered one wall, messages and reminders scrawled across it.

         ‘It’s only the staffroom,’ he said to himself. ‘Stop freaking out.’

         Scanning the walls, he spotted what he’d come for: a fire extinguisher, perched beside the fire exit. He ran to it and pulled it from its holder. He’d used one only once, when he was six years old, sitting in his dad’s swivel chair, hoping it would blast him off like a rocket. It hadn’t.239

         Screams and clatters rang from the corridor as Conan fumbled with the pin of the fire extinguisher. He raced back towards the sound. Three hounds lay unconscious on the floor. The last of them had its teeth in Yash’s jacket, ripping it from him. Rucht grabbed the hound by the scruff of its neck and tossed it down the corridor. It rolled along the chequered tiles and sprang to its feet, inches from Conan.

         Conan slid the pin away, grabbed the fire extinguisher’s hose and squeezed the trigger. Foam erupted from the nozzle, straight into the mouth, nose and eyes of the horrible creature. It gave a strangled half-growl, half-yelp. Conan held firm to the nozzle, which writhed like a possessed vacuum cleaner.

         ‘Now!’ he yelled to the others.

         Jerry was first off the mark. He raced towards them and swung with all his might. His hurley connected with the side of the hound’s foam-covered head and it fell sideways into the trophy cabinet. Glass rained down on it as the hound slid unconscious to the floor.

         Conan released the fire extinguisher’s trigger, his chest heaving. Rucht stood in front of the barricaded door, his huge, black form and enormous antlers silhouetted by the green glow of the exit sign. Blood spilled from his leg and he seemed a little unsteady on his feet. The school corridor was strewn with glass, foam and shattered wood. Hellhounds littered the floor, sinewy legs askew and saliva pooling around outstretched tongues. 240Behind him, Ms Murphy remained slumped against a radiator, unconscious.

         ‘We …’ said Conan, his breath coming in gulps. ‘We beat them.’

         With a firm hand, Jerry patted him on the back. ‘Don’t get too comfortable. It’s not over yet.’
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            Chapter 31

            The Beast with a Hundred Eyes

         

         Conan

         Torrents of rain whipped Conan’s face as he charged out the door, side by side with Rucht, Jerry and Yash. Black tentacles lashed the air, writhing in all directions, blood-red eyes glaring from each one. Jack was still held in one of the tentacles, his body limp. In another was Lucy, screaming her brother’s name. Mr Kilroe stood facing Jack, and the summonstone glowed in his palm. The old man’s body was contorted, his shoulders pinned back, his arms twisting in ways that didn’t seem possible. Inches from him, Jack was dangling in mid-air with his head wrenched backwards, staring unblinking into the rain. Blots of red had started to bleed across the whites of his eyes.

         ‘Jack!’ screamed Conan, pumping his legs as fast as he could, with no plan other than to stop his friend being lost forever. 242

         Mr Kilroe’s head snapped to face them and Conan’s stomach lurched at the sight of him. Flesh had begun to give way around his eye sockets and his hands were mostly bone. His body was nearly gone.

         Ahead of them, Rucht’s form twisted with a trademark fwoop. A yellow-eyed raven beat black-feathered wings and soared into the air, diving towards the nearest eye of the enormous beast. He pierced it with his beak and the creature’s shrill cry carried above the rain and the sudden roll of thunder.

         No sooner had Conan given a whoop of triumph than another tentacle whipped forward and caught his middle. His breath left him as he was lifted into the air. His stomach dropped. He battered the slimy, eel-like flesh with his fists but the creature didn’t seem to notice. Below, Yash called out to him before he too was whipped up by another tentacle. Jerry pelted towards Mr Kilroe, bent his shoulders low and tackled him around the middle. The old man fell to the sodden ground and the stone slipped from his hands. Suddenly, the tentacle around Jack went limp and he fell unmoving to the cobbles.

         Conan continued to batter the oily flesh around him with all his might. It twisted, revealing an orb-like eye which now stared directly at him.

         Suddenly, Conan gasped. He had an idea.

         ‘Jerry!’ he called down to where Jerry was pinning Mr Kilroe to the ground with his foot. ‘It’s Conan time!’243

         Jerry shot him a quizzical look. Then a smile crossed his face. He dug into his pocket and plucked out his screwdriver before tossing it into the air. It sailed towards Conan, who said a silent prayer as he reached out to grab it. He laughed in relief as his hands closed around the handle. Wasting no time, he drove the pointy end straight into the creature’s eye. It squelched horribly and Conan grimaced at the sound. Life blinked out of the eye like a blown light bulb and the tentacle slipped from around him. Conan threw his hands out to protect himself as he fell hard to the ground. Pain shot up through his palms but he ignored it, scrambling to his feet.

         Conan stood, dazed and sore. Then he smiled in triumph. ‘I did it!’

         Yash ran past him to where Jerry continued to wrestle with Mr Kilroe. ‘Yeah, you showed him!’

         ‘No,’ said Conan. ‘I mean, I caught the screwdriver. I’ve never caught anything in my life!’

         Overhead, the raven form of Rucht torpedoed towards the tentacle that held Lucy and pierced its eye. In the seconds it took for her to fall, Rucht transformed back into his bear-like form and landed below her, cradling her in his arms. Then he placed her down gently and shot, raven-formed, into the air once more.

         ‘Conan,’ shouted Jerry. ‘Take it!’

         Conan turned to see Yash and Lucy wrestling with Mr Kilroe, 244who lay pinned to the ground under Jerry’s foot. Turning, Jerry tossed the summonstone to Conan. He reached for it but it flew past him, landing on the rain-slicked cobbles and rolling back towards the archway.

         Sucking in a breath, Conan ran after it and dived onto the cobbles, water-planing towards it. The stone was hot to the touch and, as Conan scrambled to his feet, he passed it from hand to hand, trying to relieve the burning sensation.

         It’s not real. It’s a test. 

         ‘NO!’ roared Mr Kilroe. His voice seemed to echo from elsewhere, rising up from the depths of hell and reverberating around the school grounds. Conan turned to see him struggle to his feet with a last gasp of strength. He stalked forward, moving as if through mud, as Jerry, Yash and Lucy clung to every limb with clenched teeth. Beyond them, near the church, the dark flutter of Rucht dived and swooped as he pecked at each eye of the tentacled creature, which seemed to wither and diminish as it sank to the ground.

         ‘The archway, now!’ called Yash.

         The summonstone began to cool. Conan’s hand trembled as he drew an arc in the air, tracing the shape of the archway. Nothing happened. Gusts of wind blew rain sideways through it, soaking the stone blocks.

         And then light burst at the archway’s edges. It glowed outwards like sunrise from behind a mountain. The light swirled, 245threadlike, into the centre. A spectrum of colours swam together before radiating out in a white heat.

         Mr Kilroe gave another guttural roar. Glancing behind, Conan saw that he was closer now. Lucy clung to one arm like a koala but Mr Kilroe still found strength to use it to wrench Yash from his other arm and cast him aside. Jerry gripped his neck and seemed to be trying to pull him to the ground.

         ‘Conan!’ yelled Jerry. ‘Wake the son!’

         His voice shook something in Conan. He fumbled in his pocket for the pipe. Light burned hot from the portal behind him and he began to sweat despite the cold and the rain. With a deep breath, he ran the stone across the pipe.

         Then, as loudly as he could, he said, ‘Michael Kilroe, dúisigh agus labhair liom!’

         A thunderous roar erupted from Mr Kilroe as he heaved the others off him with all his remaining strength. He marched towards Conan, a skeletal hand outstretched. His face was creased in rage, his skin peeling loose from his skull. His snarl was toothless, his head bald. The red eyes seemed to glow beyond their sockets, spreading across his face like fire.

         And then two arms wrapped themselves around Mr Kilroe’s neck, and Jack’s face, weak but vengeful, appeared at his shoulder. The blue had returned to Jack’s eyes and Conan couldn’t remember a time he had been so happy to see him.

         ‘Conan,’ screamed Jack. ‘Toss me the stone!’246

         Conan cast it in the air over Mr Kilroe’s head. Jack let the old man go, cupped his hands and caught it before flinging it away, high into the darkness and out of sight. Mr Kilroe’s face was demented, all bulging eyes and throbbing veins as he reached for Conan’s throat.

         A blast of milky light shot from the pipe and Mr Kilroe snapped his hand back, shielding his eyes. The force of the blast flung Conan to the cobbles and the pipe fell from his grip. He threw an arm across his eyes as the beam of light settled into the shape of Mr Kilroe’s son.

         Another howl erupted from the demon inside the old man’s body. It clawed at the spectral image of Michael, but it was like cutting through smoke.

         ‘It’s that creature, isn’t it?’ came Michael’s otherworldly voice. ‘The one who killed me. Does it still have a hold on my father?’

         Rain pattered against Conan’s face. ‘You need to bring him back, Michael! Your father is still in there!’

         Mr Kilroe stepped closer with an eerie calm and bent low so that his eyes were level with Conan’s. Rain streaked across his sagging skin, giving him the look of a melting wax figure. He tilted his head to the side and his thin lips twisted into a smile. ‘Too late, Tubby. You can’t fool me twice with the same trick.’

         ‘Ask him, Michael!’ shouted Jack from behind him.

         Mr Kilroe scowled but didn’t turn.

         ‘Ask him why he left you all alone!’ shouted Jack again. ‘Why 247he ignored his only son, after everything you did for him. You were so confused. So alone. And he drove you away.’

         Conan sat frozen, blinking away the rain. Jerry, Yash and Lucy watched, mouths open, waiting.

         ‘Why, Father?’ said Michael. His voice was softer now and yet more solid. It was like he was there with them. ‘Why did you leave me? Why won’t you speak to me even now?’

         It was barely perceptible, but Conan saw it: a twitch in the old man’s left eye. Conan scrambled to his feet. ‘He can’t do this to you again, Michael!’

         Mr Kilroe stood tall, jaw clenched and raised a hand once more to strike Conan.

         ‘Please, Father. Talk to me!’

         Mr Kilroe froze. His hand twitched, grasping at air.

         ‘Ask him again!’ yelled Jerry. ‘Ask him why he left you!’

         ‘Why, Father?’ Michael’s voice echoed all around them. ‘Why did you leave me?’

         Mr Kilroe’s head snapped back. His mouth stretched open like a gaping wound, primed for some almighty roar.

         But it never came. Instead, a mass of black cloud spewed, fountain-like, from his open mouth and merged with the dark sky above. Mr Kilroe closed his mouth. Pale blue eyes blinked in shock and a frailty came over him. He seemed to shrink as he wobbled on the spot, struggling to stay standing. Yash and Jerry ran to him and held both arms. His face grew grey and his eyes 248became the same milky white that enveloped his son. But they were smiling eyes.

         ‘I didn’t leave you, Michael,’ he said, in a voice that was just a croak. ‘I was there all along. I was … I was always …’

         The ghostly form of Michael smiled through tears. ‘It’s you.’

         ‘I was always there,’ said Mr Kilroe. His voice was no more than a whisper, but from the look on Michael’s face, Conan knew that he heard it. His broad, ruddy cheeks stretched in a smile.

         And then Michael vanished.

         ‘Conan, watch out!’ screamed Jack.

         The black cloud was descending, twisting and billowing mid-air. An arm grew from it, then another and another. Conan stumbled backwards. His back burned against the heat from the portal.

         A spectral hand emerged from the mass of darkness and seized Conan by the collar of his T-shirt. He gasped as he was thrust against the stone archway. As the shape continued to twist and morph, a pair of red eyes blinked awake from within it.

         The Dealra Dubh. 

         It towered over Conan, pinning him against the arch, a thousand horrible shapes at once. Conan tensed. This oily, morphing darkness had lived in the body of an old man for centuries. It had spoken to them, hunted them, watched them. It had lived in plain sight a stone’s throw from his classroom window.

         And now it was free to be its terrible self. 249

         Conan felt a ball of sickness rise in his gullet and he steeled himself, as if his sheer will could stop what was happening.

         Then, from the shadows of the school, a man came surging forward. For a moment, Conan thought the gardaí had arrived on the scene. But this man, dark-haired and fresh-faced with eyes of shining amber, wore no uniform. A tattered robe hung on his slim frame and a wool cloak was draped on his shoulders. He threw himself against the Dealra Dubh and it was only as the glow of the portal peeled away the darkness that Conan saw the antlers. They sprouted from his remarkably human head, arcing like an elaborate crown.

         The spirit writhed and let out a horrible cry. Its grip fell limp from Conan’s T-shirt and he crumpled to his knees. Light began to envelop the awful creature, washing the shadows away. The Dealra Dubh began to sink into the portal’s glow. Tendrils reached outwards from the creature as it sank away, grasping for a hold. But the young man with the absurdly large antlers faced it down, gripping either edge of the portal and piercing the shadowy form of the Dealra Dubh.

         Two red eyes hung on amid blots of black. The young man reared his head back and gave a final surge forward. The prong of one antler drove into one red eye and, as he pushed harder, the light of the portal began to swallow him too.

         The last of the Dealra Dubh sank from sight and the world seemed to become quieter. Conan gasped for air. Beside him, the 250antlered man stood, half-submerged in the light of the portal. His face was battered and bruised and a gash ran the length of his nose. He smiled weakly.

         ‘Rucht?’ whispered Conan, his lungs heaving. ‘Is that …’

         Rucht let out a satisfied sigh. He seemed to search for words as shards of light began to spread across him. Then he reached out a hand, patted Conan on the shoulder and winked.

         ‘Fear láidir.’

         Light spilled across him, covering the boyish face, the antlers, the arm. Finally, there were only fingers left, as he sank back into the same light he’d stepped through that first day. Heat ebbed and flowed like a wave and then, with a sucking sound, the light disappeared. All that remained was the old stone archway that Conan had been passing by for years.
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            Chapter 32

            Alibi

         

         Jack

         Jack barely felt the rain any more. He was splayed on the wet ground beside Jerry, propping up the impossibly frail form of Mr Kilroe. There was no weight to the old man now. Only minutes ago, he’d been struggling to hold on against the awesome strength of the evil spirit inside him. Now, Mr Kilroe just stared at the sky with milky-grey eyes. He attempted to pat Jack’s arm.

         ‘Thank you,’ he said, and Jack had to lean in to hear him. ‘Thank you, boys.’

         Jerry looked at Jack, worry flooding his eyes. Then Mr Kilroe smiled, and his face seemed to crumple like paper in a fire. His cheeks became hollow, his remaining skin flaking. Centuries of age came all at once. Grey washed across his face. Jack could only watch in shock as the old man crumpled into ash and was carried away on the wind.252

         Jack gaped at Jerry, trembling. But Jerry just nodded. ‘S’okay,’ he said. ‘He’s where he belongs. He’s free.’

         Jack gazed at his empty hands and the space where Jonathan Kilroe had been. He was gone, and so was the Dealra Dubh. And Rucht and the portal … no trace of their adventure remained.

         ‘Jack?’

         Jack looked up to see Lucy standing there in her dressing gown, soaked to the skin. He nearly fell over himself in his scramble to get to her and, when he did, he clamped both arms around her and swung her in the air.

         ‘Not so tight,’ she squealed.

         ‘Yes,’ he said, his voice muffled as he buried his face in her hair. ‘Yes so tight.’

         After a long moment, he placed her on the ground and gripped her shoulders. ‘Did he hurt you?’

         Lucy screwed up her face and shook her head. ‘Nah. He kept saying he needed me safe so you’d help him. But I knew you’d beat him. So I wasn’t really scared at all.’

         Jack beamed at her and wiped his eyes. How a six-year-old could be so calm and confident, while he’d felt like he was about to fall apart, he’d never know. Something moved in the distance and he saw a figure round the corner of the school. Ms Murphy stumbled towards them, mouth agape, her tattered wedding dress trailing absurdly along the ground.

         ‘Boys!’ she called as she came towards them, scanning them for 253cuts and bruises. ‘Lucy … you’re okay. What happened?’

         Before any of them could speak, Lucy spoke up. ‘My brother got rid of the bad man and the tentacle thing. And that antler man who was a bird too helped, but he’s gone now. And I helped fight the bad man off too and so did the other boys, especially Yash.’

         Yash looked sideways at Jack, bemused. Lucy blushed and smiled at Yash.

         ‘Oh God,’ groaned Jack. ‘I don’t like that.’

         Ms Murphy surveyed the school exterior. One classroom window was shattered, and Jack could only imagine what chaos waited inside – especially if Conan had been swinging a hurley. ‘How am I going to explain this to Mrs Lynch?’

         ‘Boys!’ called a voice. ‘Oh, thank God.’

         A wide, black umbrella bobbed towards them, held by a slight figure in a glistening green anorak. Jack felt a flood of relief when he saw Bernie’s face.

         She put a hand to her chest and breathed. ‘I really didn’t think I’d find you all safe. Have you any idea how long it takes to cross the city on Halloween night!’

         Ms Murphy stared at this new arrival in bewilderment. It seemed to Jack that she hadn’t fully woken up.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ said Bernie, extending a hand to their teacher. ‘I’m Bernie Regan. I work in Marsh’s Library.’

         Ms Murphy shook her hand. ‘I don’t … why are …’254

         ‘Bernie’s a friend of ours,’ said Yash. ‘She helped us figure out who Mr Kilroe really was.’

         ‘I know it’s a lot to take in,’ said Jack. ‘Me being friends with a librarian and all.’

         Ms Murphy gave a faint smile. ‘But how did you know …?’

         ‘Oh,’ said Bernie. ‘Jerry sent me an email and explained what you were planning. Naturally, I was horrified. I came as quickly as I could. Which wasn’t very quickly.’

         They all looked at Jerry, who shrugged. ‘She doesn’t do mobile phones.’

         ‘It might be time I invested in one,’ said Bernie, smiling at him. ‘But for now, I really think you boys should leave as soon as possible. As for the damage, I can act as a witness to a break-in at the school. Your teacher can attest that the culprits had left the scene by the time she arrived. Assuming there’s no … supernatural remains scattered about the place?’

         Ms Murphy shook her head. ‘No. Those hounds are gone. I thought they’d chased you boys out of the school.’

         Yash chewed his lip. ‘They must have disappeared when the Dealra Dubh was sent back into the portal.’

         Bernie watched him closely. ‘He’s gone, then? For good?’

         Jack gazed at the empty archway, the rain-sodden path running from it through the park. And above it all, that crumbling red-brick house, its windows black. ‘Yeah. I think we got him.’

         Bernie stared at the archway and shook her head in amazement. 255‘For over a century he’s been hiding in plain sight, cooking up his devious plans. All to be foiled by a bunch of kids. He must have been furious.’ She turned to Ms Murphy and touched her arm. ‘And you must be very proud.’

         Ms Murphy smiled and nodded.

         ‘Should’ve seen her, Bernie,’ said Jack. ‘Pure in the zone. Battered a demon dog with a hurley before the tentacle thing took her out.’

         Bernie let out a tinkling laugh. ‘Aren’t you blessed to have a teacher who can batter monsters with a hurley!’

         Jack shrugged and smiled. ‘Yeah, she’s alright.’

         The two women began to run through their story for the gardaí and Jack felt an elbow in his side. Yash jerked his head to the archway. Conan stood there, with his back to them, staring through it, his shoulders slumped. Jack took a few steps towards him. He raised his hand to Conan’s back, thinking of patting it, before dropping it to his side.

         ‘Rucht was a good pal,’ he said.

         Conan nodded and turned. His eyes were wet with tears.

         ‘Even though,’ continued Jack, ‘he was a bird most of the time. Maybe you should get a pet.’

         ‘Jack …’

         ‘I’m just saying. I know you’re sad he’s gone. We all are. We couldn’t have done this without him.’

         Conan shook his head. ‘He was my friend, Jack. No questions asked. He liked who I am and I didn’t even have to try.’256

         ‘I know, but …’ Jack sighed, wanting the ground to swallow him up. Not that he didn’t mean what he was about to say, he just wished there was a less awkward way of saying it. ‘What I’m trying to say is, you have other friends. Your own age. From, y’know, the present. And we like who you are.’

         Conan sniffed. Then he suddenly threw his arms around Jack’s middle. Jack looked around awkwardly and patted Conan’s back in response. ‘Okay. There, there.’

         A second pair of larger arms wrapped around them. ‘Group hug. Nice,’ said Jerry.

         ‘No,’ squeaked Jack. ‘Not nice.’

         ‘Where’s Yash?’ said Conan’s muffled voice from below Jack’s chin.

         ‘Hold on,’ said Jerry and reached out an arm, yanking Yash over and stuffing him in the space between him and Jack. ‘This is nice.’

         ‘This is worse than the monster attack,’ said Yash.

         Jack squirmed against Jerry’s grip. ‘Agreed.’

         Conan looked up, a wry smile on his face despite the tears. ‘Are you two best friends now?’

         Jack rolled his eyes. ‘Shut up.’

         ‘No fighting in the group hug,’ said Jerry.

         Jack wasn’t sure exactly how long they stayed like that, but one thing was for sure: for him, it was much longer than necessary and for Conan, it wasn’t nearly long enough.
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            Chapter 33

            Detention

         

         Conan

         Conan stood outside the classroom door, biting his lip. November sun spilled in through the windows that looked out on the playground, where two-hundred-odd boys in bottle-green uniforms chased and played, oblivious to what had happened in their school only two weeks earlier.

         ‘Is she still talking to him?’ asked Yash.

         Jerry pressed his ear to the classroom door. ‘I think so. It’s just muffles, really. Do you know what he did?’

         ‘I heard he climbed up onto the roof,’ said Conan.

         Yash shook his head. ‘He’s such an idiot.’

         ‘He’s our idiot,’ said Conan, and was pleased to see that Yash wasn’t so traumatised by the last few weeks that he couldn’t roll his eyes.258

         No glass covered the tiled floor of the corridor, no hounds from hell or fire extinguisher foam. The break-in (as it was being called) had been a great drama: Conan’s mother was still living off it. He’d heard her tell his aunt over the phone that she wasn’t sure how any of them could feel safe again. Despite the fact that, as far as she knew, Conan had been nowhere near it.

         It also drummed up a bit of community spirit. Some of the local companies chipped in to help with the repairs. The insurance already covered it, so instead the money was spent on an iPad trolley.

         When all when said and done, they’d rid the world of an evil spirit and got the school some extra cash, which wasn’t bad for four kids who’d been fighting on the toilet floor only a few weeks earlier.

         Conan inhaled and knocked on the classroom door. After a moment, it swung open and Ms Murphy stepped out. She eyed them suspiciously and her body stiffened.

         ‘Aren’t you three supposed to be outside?’

         ‘We were,’ said Conan. ‘But then, uh … we got in a fight.’

         Ms Murphy raised an eyebrow so sharp it could have cut glass. ‘You got in a fight,’ she repeated dryly. ‘With whom?’

         ‘With each other,’ said Yash, his face straight.

         Jerry frowned dramatically and shook his head like a disappointed father. ‘It was pretty bad, Miss. Words were had. Punches were thrown.’259

         Ms Murphy didn’t look convinced. ‘I see. And I suppose those punches were thrown somewhere that there’d be no visible injuries?’

         Conan looked to Yash, who shrugged. They hadn’t thought this out too well.

         Then he rubbed his ribs for effect and grimaced, saying, ‘Yeah, Jerry got me with a dig right here. This was after I called his granny a–’

         Jerry glared.

         ‘I, uh,’ stuttered Conan. ‘I can’t remember what I called her. But it was bad, Miss. I’m ashamed of myself.’

         ‘Yeah, me too,’ said Yash. ‘We’re all very ashamed.’

         Jerry nodded solemnly. ‘Not sure we’ll ever live it down.’

         Ms Murphy smirked and folded her arms. ‘And I suppose you all feel like you deserve detention?’

         Conan turned out his bottom lip. ‘Well, if you think that’s fair. Justice must be done and all that.’

         Her smile grew wider. ‘Fine, but this is the last time.’ Then she turned the knob on the classroom door and pushed it open. ‘Jack – you have company.’

         Conan saluted her and stepped inside, Yash and Jerry trooping behind him. Jack slouched in a chair at the front of the room, hands in his pockets. His eyes narrowed in confusion as he watched them file in.

         Ms Murphy crossed to the back of the classroom and began 260stapling some artwork to a display board. Conan had the distinct impression that she was trying to give them some privacy.

         ‘What’s going on?’ said Jack.

         Jerry shrugged. ‘Thought you could use some company.’

         Jack’s mouth seemed to be fighting against the smile that was forming. ‘Why?’

         Conan thrust out his hand, palm down. ‘The Doomsday Club stick together.’

         Jack leaned his head back and smiled. ‘We’re never doing the hands thing again. But thanks.’

         ‘We’re not doing detention again either, so don’t get used to this,’ added Yash. ‘Is it true Mrs Lynch caught you climbing on the roof?’

         Jack nodded.

         Jerry put his hands on his hips, father-like. ‘Not the brightest idea you’ve ever had.’

         ‘It was a once-off,’ said Jack, shrugging. ‘Had to get something.’

         He pulled his hand from his pocket. Conan’s heart nearly stopped. In Jack’s palm was a small, yellow stone.

         ‘I thought …’ spluttered Conan. ‘How did you even get up there?’

         ‘Asked the caretaker for his ladder,’ said Jack. ‘Said I wanted to clear the footballs from the gutter. He was very suspicious. Thought I had a whatchamacallit … an interior motive. Which I did, I guess.’261

         ‘Ulterior,’ said Yash. Then he reddened. ‘Sorry, old habits.’

         ‘Anyway,’ continued Jack, looking at Conan. ‘Thought you might be able to see Rucht again someday. If you get sick of your other friends.’

         Conan turned the stone in his hands. It wasn’t just the idea of seeing Rucht that filled him with joy, it was that Jack had gone to so much trouble just for him. Other people were kind with words. With Jack, he’d learned that you had to rely on actions, however rare they might be. Tears began to sting his eyes. He blinked, crossed to the window, and wiped his eyes with his sleeve once his back was to the others.

         ‘For feck’s sake, Reilly,’ moaned Jack. ‘Are you crying?’

         ‘No,’ said Conan, shaking his head rapidly. ‘No, I just … thank you.’

         Chair legs scraped against the floor and suddenly Jack stood by his side.

         ‘I suppose I owed you,’ said Jack. ‘You saved me from being possessed by an evil spirit. I rooted in the gutters. I’d say we’re even.’

         Yash and Jerry joined them. Jerry pressed his forehead to the glass, gazing out at the leaf-strewn cobbles, the stone archway and Mr Kilroe’s empty house. Bare trees swayed in front of dark windows. Even in the sunlight, even knowing it was empty, Conan still thought it looked foreboding.

         ‘What if there’s more?’ he said. ‘More evil things out there, 262lurking in the shadows, waiting to strike?’

         ‘You kind of sound like you’re hoping there are,’ said Yash.

         ‘I have a bit of a taste for it now, too, to be honest,’ said Jerry.

         ‘Great,’ said Jack. ‘You can be the bait next time, so.’

         Conan laughed, the others with him, and it felt hearty, bursting from his lungs. The sound of Ms Murphy’s stapler had stopped and Conan turned to see her watching them, a satisfied smile on her face.

         ‘What?’ he asked.

         ‘Nothing,’ she said, still smiling. Then she checked her watch and crossed to the door. ‘I have a quick phone call to make. Can I trust I won’t come back to any demonic dogs? Or the gates of hell being opened?’

         ‘Honestly, Miss,’ said Conan, folding his arms and frowning. ‘Enough of the doomsday scenarios. You’re a bit old for it now.’

         The others snorted with laughter, and the sound ran through Conan like a thrill. Ms Murphy’s eyes widened and she half-laughed, half-spluttered in surprise as she considered him.

         Then her mouth twisted into a smile, and she pointed at Jack. ‘You’re a bad influence.’

         Jack grinned. ‘So I’ve heard.’263

      
   


   
      
         264
            Acknowledgements

         

         Publishing a book has been a lifelong dream of mine, but dreams like this only come true with luck, a lot of hard work and, most importantly, an incredible group of people to help you along the way.

         First off, a huge thank-you to my writing group. Writing is a lonely job done while sitting in quiet rooms and loud cafés, and while dreaming up plots during walks with the dog, but without other writers to bounce ideas off and be inspired by, I’m not sure my stories would have gone anywhere. So thank you to Aisling, Ciara, Eve, Fran, Niamh and Olivia, and here’s to us taking over the bookshelves.

         I need to thank the pupils of St Mary’s (R.I.P. – to the school, not the kids) and St Christopher’s. Firstly, because they wouldn’t forgive me if I didn’t, and secondly because teaching is the best research a children’s writer could ask for. I’ve no doubt each and every one of them would’ve had a good bash at stopping Mr Kilroe.

         Thank you to Ciarán and Pat for cheerleading this book throughout the whole process. We’ll always be The Finalists.

         A huge thanks to the entire team at The O’Brien Press for 265believing in The Doomsday Club from the beginning. A special mention to Kunak McGann for listening to my rambling pitch and seeing the potential, to Emma Byrne and Tomislav Tikulin for the amazing cover, to Lisa McGeough for checking the Gaeilge, to Rebekah Wade and Susan Houlden for casting a wise eye over it and, most importantly, to my editor Paula Elmore, who understood what I was trying to do and shaped the book into something better than I ever thought it could be.

         Thank you to Steve, who believed so much he carved it in wood, to Bridge for sitting by my feet as I typed, and to my parents and siblings. And finally, thanks to Nanny Rosie and Grandad John Luke for telling me ghost stories when I was small. It seems to have had an effect.

      
   


   
      266
         
            
               [image: The Doomsday Book Club graphic]

            

         

      
   


   
      
         267

         	Who, in the book, would you most want to be in your Doomsday Club? Why?
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         Conan, Jack, Jerry and Yash will return soon in another thrilling adventure …269
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