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         WORLD BOOK DAY®

         World Book Day® champions the fun of reading, because it seriously improves lives. We want every child and young person to read their way and find reading fun.

         
             

         

         To find out more, and for fun activities including video stories, audiobooks and book recommendations, visit worldbookday.com

         
             

         

         World Book Day® is a charity sponsored by National Book Tokens.4
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            Chapter 1

            Dead Men Can’t Hear

         

         Jack

         With a sigh, Jack pushed open the arched green door. The hinges creaked as it opened, sweeping dead leaves with it. Beyond the doorway in the high stone wall, an inner-city jungle reared up at him. Stone paving cut a river through the weeds, leading to the crumbling red-brick mansion that stood alone in darkness. Thorny stems lay twisted and tangled and the bare branches of a willow 12tree tapped against the upper-storey windows. Including the one Jack had just shot a football through. It wasn’t the first window he’d ever smashed. It wasn’t even the third. But it was the most satisfying, accidental or not. Shards of glass clung to the window frame, angled into the shape of a comic-book explosion.

         ‘I feel like you meant to do that,’ said Yash, appearing at Jack’s side in the doorway of the garden wall.

         Jack shrugged. ‘He’s dead. What’s he going to do – sue me?’

         ‘Haunt you, maybe,’ said Yash, smirking.

         The house across the cobbles from their school had always been an eerie presence. A dark and looming mansion that stared menacingly at them during class from a façade of broken brickwork and lopsided tiles. But it had only grown more decrepit in the month since Mr Kilroe had died. There were no new inhabitants, just a ‘For Sale’ 13sign by the front door that grew more battered-looking by the day.

         And now there was a smashed window. No big deal. Except for the fact that Jack’s favourite football was now in the abandoned house of a dead man.

         Jack stepped through the doorway into the overgrown garden and felt a tug on his sleeve. Conan balanced on the threshold as if the garden path might be lava. Jerry stood beside him, picking at a bit of food in his teeth with a screwdriver.

         ‘We swore we’d never go back in there!’ said Conan, his eyes pleading.

         Jack yanked his arm free. ‘I don’t know about you, Conan, but I don’t swear.’

         Briars tugged at his heels as he walked the winding path through the wilderness of the garden and Jack had to angle himself to stop his jacket from being snagged on thorns. Reaching the back door, he rattled the handle. The door didn’t budge.14

         ‘Move aside,’ said Jerry, arriving on the top step beside Jack. He drove the screwdriver into the lock, the same screwdriver that had been in his teeth moments before, and began to fiddle.

         Yash stepped up behind them and frowned. ‘Please wash that thing before it goes near your mouth again, Jerry.’

         ‘Better still, use a toothpick like a normal person,’ said Jack.

         ‘Don’t be silly,’ said Jerry, biting his lip as he twisted the screwdriver this way and that. ‘It’s good for my immune system.’

         Conan remained, framed in the open doorway of the high stone wall. Streetlight shone orange on the leaf-strewn cobbles behind him. Although it was only six o’clock, the sky above was already a deep navy blue.

         ‘You coming?’ called Jack as the door clicked open.

         Conan whined, as he always did. Then 15he followed, as he always did.

         Mustiness clogged Jack’s nostrils as he stepped into the darkened hallway. Chequered tiles stretched out into the grand foyer beyond. Jack’s breath quickened and he found himself taking careful steps towards the stairs. But if Mr Kilroe was dead, and the horrors they’d seen here were over, what was the point in being careful?

         He cupped his mouth and leaned his head back. ‘Hellooooo!’

         Jack’s voice bounced off the walls and shook dust from the banister.

         ‘Jack!’ seethed Conan. ‘Keep it down!’

         ‘Dead men can’t hear,’ said Jack, ascending the staircase as the others followed.

         Orange shards of streetlight cut through the upper windows, lighting their way up the stairs. Jack knew exactly where his football was. The last time he’d stood in that room, he’d been stealing a key to a dusty old crypt. There was an 16odd satisfaction in being here without fear. He stomped up the stairs and into Mr Kilroe’s library, shoulders thrown back. A trail of glass littered the carpeted floor, leading like breadcrumbs to his football, which sat propped against a bookcase. A scatter of fallen books lay around it and Jack felt a smidge of pride at the obvious power of his kick.

         ‘So weird being back here,’ said Yash.

         ‘Mmm-hmm,’ replied Jack, rolling the football beneath his foot.

         Yash stood in front of the fireplace, where there was a pile of charred wood and ash. Above the mantlepiece hung a map of Ireland on yellowing parchment, covered with Mr Kilroe’s inky scrawls. He’d circled a dozen places across the country and scribbled notes below each one.

         ‘He was looking for this,’ said Conan, taking a small yellow stone from his pocket.

         The summonstone, as Conan had dorkily decided to name it. Though to be fair, the name 17got to the point. Mr Kilroe had used the stone to summon all sorts of monstrous creatures that had nearly killed them just a month ago.

         And Rucht, of course: their shape-shifting friend and ally, whom Conan was desperate to see again. Jack had watched Conan stand in front of the archway outside school, waving the stone around like a lunatic, trying to reopen the portal to bring Rucht back. It hadn’t worked. Jack was just waiting for the poor lad to give up.

         Yash ran his hand along the mantlepiece. ‘Mr Kilroe wasn’t looking only for the summonstone. I think he was looking for places where he could use it.’ He paused and picked up what looked like a leather notebook.

         Jack dribbled the football across to Yash and whipped the notebook from him.

         ‘It’s the old man’s diary,’ he said and gasped with mock-excitement. ‘Let’s see: Monday. Woke up, did evil stuff. Stared out the window like a creep.’18

         Yash rolled his eyes and continued to examine the map.

         ‘Tuesday,’ continued Jack. ‘Met four boys from the school across the road. Three dorks and one incredibly handsome boy with red hair.’

         Jerry snorted with laughter. ‘Does it say with red hair, or despite red hair?’

         Jack shot him a glare and flicked through the pages. Black scrawls ran violently across the paper, as though the old man had written in a fit of rage. A blur of ink caught his eye as he leafed through the notebook. He stopped and flipped back through the pages to examine it. It seemed to be a drawing, just not a very good one. A creature with wild black fur, a fierce face, horns rising from its head. And there were notes beside it, like instructions in a manual.

         Jack whistled at Yash and tossed the notebook at him. ‘Read that. Looks familiar, right?’

         Yash frowned at the page, eyes darting left 19and right as he scanned the words.

         ‘What is it?’ asked Conan, stepping closer.

         ‘It’s instructions,’ said Yash. He looked at Conan. ‘On how to summon a creature.’

         Jack tutted. ‘Not just any creature. It’s Rucht – look at it!’

         Conan raced to Yash’s side and his eyes widened in wonder.

         ‘I just don’t know what “ilchruthach” means,’ said Yash. ‘It’s written above the drawing.’

         Jerry whipped out his phone and peered over Yash’s shoulder. ‘Huh.’

         ‘What does it mean?’ asked Conan.

         Jerry smiled. ‘Shape-shifter.’

         Conan snatched the notebook, holding the drawing so close to his face that it touched his nose. ‘This is it! This is how we see Rucht again!’

         Jack tucked his foot beneath the football and flicked it into his hands. A shard of glass protruded from the leather.20

         ‘You know how you can thank me?’ he said to Conan, as he plucked out the glass and tossed the ball to his friend. ‘Buy me a new football.’
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