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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.
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