












[image: cover]











It Takes


A Hero


to defeat


a God







[image: ]



















MERCIER PRESS


3B Oak House, Bessboro Rd


Blackrock, Cork, Ireland.


[image: mercierlogo_fmt.jpeg] www.mercierpress.ie


[image: twitter-logo_fmt.jpeg] http://twitter.com/IrishPublisher


[image: facebook-logo_fmt.jpeg] http://www.facebook.com/mercier.press


© Alan Early, 2011


ISBN: 978 1 85635 827 9


Epub ISBN: 978 1 85635 975 7


Mobi ISBN: 978 1 85635 969 6


This eBook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.


[image: AC_FUND_Literature.eps]






















Dedicated to


Nana Moran,


who has kept every word


I’ve written






















Prologue
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The agony is unbearable. Unbearable and endless.


His scream echoes through the cavern as another pearl of venom drops from the serpent’s tooth.


The pan, once a source of brief relief, now overflows one drop at a time. The woman who emptied it is long dead.


He doesn’t notice the limestone dust flutter down from the ceiling; he doesn’t hear the rumblings of machinery above. And neither does the snake.


The single stalactite shudders. It draws the viper’s attention. But too late. The stalactite snaps and falls like a rock spear, taking the snake with it and pinning it to the ground. It dies instantly.


He strains to gaze at the snake, his neck creaking. Despite the agony, and for the first time in more than a thousand years, he smiles.















Chapter One
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‘Ahh!’


Arthur Quinn woke with a start, disoriented. Sitting in the driver’s seat next to him, his dad laid a hand on his shoulder and said something inaudible over the thump of music in his ears. He pulled his iPod earbuds out and said, ‘What?’


‘I asked are you all right?’ repeated his dad.


‘Yeah, yeah, I’m fine. Just a bad dream. A weird dream.’


‘Yeah?’ His dad fixed his attention back on the road. ‘Weird how?’


‘I dunno. Can’t really remember it. Just this … smile … It doesn’t matter.’


He popped his earbuds back in and stared out the window. A Coldplay song had come on; it kind of suited his mood. They were nearly there. Dublin. It had been an uncomfortable three-and-a-half-hour drive from Kerry, especially with most of their worldly belongings piled on the back seat and in the boot, and all that concerned Arthur now was a toilet break.


Arthur had shaggy brown hair and blue eyes flecked with green. Freckles danced across his nose and high cheekbones. He looked at his dad. With his grey temples and deep wrinkles, Joe Quinn appeared a lot older than forty-three. But then, he’d gone through a lot in the past couple of years. They both had. His dad’s head started to turn and Arthur quickly averted his gaze.


Heuston Station passed by outside. People flowed constantly in and out of the building, hailing taxis and waiting for the next LUAS. Arthur reflected that, in all of his twelve years, this was the first time he’d arrived in Dublin by car. Every other time they’d taken the train, making Heuston Station their threshold to the capital. He could even pinpoint the last time he’d been to Dublin: two years ago, at Christmas. They had travelled up by train to go ice-skating: himself, his dad and … his mum. That had been just before she’d gotten ill.


He looked down at the ribbon tied around his right wrist and fingered it absent-mindedly. It was a pale golden colour, soft to the touch. The edges were neatly cut and hadn’t frayed, even at the knot. It had been his mother’s; now it was his.


As they drove along the quays it started to rain. Arthur looked past Joe at the drops hitting the River Liffey. The water was high and dark, reflecting the clouds above. Somewhere nearby was his dad’s new office.


It had all happened so quickly – Arthur had barely had time to say goodbye to all his friends. Three days ago he’d come home from school to find Joe all flustered, making phone calls and filling out forms.


‘What’s up?’ Arthur had asked as his dad finished the call he’d been on.


Joe looked at his son. ‘Well, it’s a long story.’


‘What is it?’


‘I got a call this morning. You know the new Metro line they’re digging in Dublin?’


Arthur had of course heard about it. Who hadn’t? The fact that Dublin was finally getting its own underground rail line had been front-page news for weeks. They’d been planning it for years and construction had finally started. Well, excavation had finally started.


‘Yeah. What about it?’


‘Well, they’re having trouble excavating under the Liffey,’ his dad had continued. ‘Turns out the foundations aren’t as stable as they first thought and they’ve had a couple of small cave-ins. Anyway, they’ve offered me a job.’


It made sense. Joe was an engineer with experience excavating tunnels. As a young man in the early nineties, he’d even worked on the Channel Tunnel, the train link under the sea between England and France.


‘Cool!’ Arthur had exclaimed. ‘So what does that mean?’


‘Well, for starters, it means we’re going to have to move.’


‘Move?’


‘To Dublin.’


‘What? When?’


‘Well, Sunday. But –’


‘What!’


‘Look, Arthur, it’ll be fine. They’ve found us a house and a school for you – it’s a really good one. And it’s a nice house, they’ve sent me pictures. I’ll show you them later.’


‘But –’


‘Please, Arthur. It’s good money. Really good. And it’s only for six months or so. Just the rest of this school year, really. We’ll be back here for next year, for secondary school. And I think a break from Kerry will do wonders for both of us.’


Without another word, Arthur had gone to his room and started to pack.


And now, driving alongside the Liffey, Arthur couldn’t help but wish he was back in that room.
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Willie Higgins inhaled greedily on his cigarette as the rain pattered on the roof of the security shed. The shed itself was very basic, consisting of four walls and a roof, all constructed from corrugated iron. A small Perspex window had been fitted in the creaky door, while the floor was a sheet of plywood that bounced slightly as he walked on it. The only pieces of furniture in the shed were the small yet comfortable wooden stool he sat on and the gas heater that kept him warm on days like these. He opened the Sunday World to the sports pages and started reading about today’s games.


Willie was one of eight full-time security guards posted to the Usher’s Quay Metro site. From here, the construction company, Citi-Trak, was excavating the first tunnel for the state-of-the-art Metro. They planned to have the tunnel complete within five years, an optimistic estimation in anyone’s book. Ordinarily, work would continue fourteen hours a day, seven days a week, even on a Sunday. But work had been stopped on the previous Wednesday following a small cave-in in one of the secondary tunnels. Luckily no one had been injured – or worse, killed – but, nevertheless, work had been suspended.


Well, suspended for everyone but Willie and the seven other security guards. But Willie didn’t mind. At sixty-two, he was glad to be out of the house, especially on a Sunday when all the grandkids were around, screaming their heads off. He had a flask of tea, his papers, some sandwiches and a radio. What more could he want?


‘Excuse me.’


The voice startled him so much he dropped his paper onto the plywood floor. He had been so engrossed in the story he hadn’t even heard the hut door open. He bent to pick the paper up, but the owner of the voice reached it first and handed it to him.


‘Thanks,’ said Willie and looked up at the speaker. She was tall – over six foot – with long blonde hair and wearing a slinky red dress. She had no coat on but held a black umbrella over her head. Against the grey rubble of the site through the window, she stood out like a sore thumb. No, that wasn’t right – she’d stand out anywhere. She reminded Willie of the supermodels his wife watched on that television show. And now he saw the door was shut behind her but, again, he hadn’t heard it closing.


‘Jaysus, you scared the life out of me,’ he said. ‘Can I help you?’


‘Willie, isn’t it?’ Her voice was smooth, breathy and had no distinct accent.


‘That’s right. Do I know you?’


‘I don’t think we’ve met.’ She offered her hand. ‘I’m Aidan Byrne’s wife.’


‘Oh, Mrs Byrne!’ he exclaimed, shaking her hand a little too vigorously. ‘Lovely to meet you! How’s Mr Byrne today?’


‘He’s fine. Actually that’s why I’m here. He forgot his jacket in the office – the feather-head.’


‘Oh well then,’ he started to pull on his rain jacket, ‘let me get it for you.’


‘No, it’s all right, Willie. I’ll get it. You stay here, nice and dry.’


He hesitated, one arm in the jacket. ‘Are you sure, Mrs Byrne?’


‘Of course I’m sure, Willie.’ She held out her hand and smiled. Willie unhooked his heavy bunch of keys from his belt-loop and placed them in her palm. ‘No problem at all.’
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The Citi-Trak office was just over the crest of some rubble, barely out of sight of the security shed. The office consisted of two prefabs side by side. One prefab housed a kitchenette-cum-canteen and two small bathrooms, while the other housed the office itself. Without looking, the woman picked the correct key and let herself in.


Inside, papers and plans were piled high on desks. Blueprints were tacked to the walls, alongside computer-generated designs of the Metro trains and tracks. There were four desks in the room, each with its own laptop, and a large boardroom table in the centre. Along one wall was a row of tall filing cabinets. The woman slowly walked over to the cabinets, dragging her red fingernails along the nearest desk as she went. She read the labels on the fronts of the cabinets, eventually opening a drawer labelled ‘Human Resources’. Her nails flicked through the files quickly then stopped suddenly. She pulled a folder out and shut the drawer with a clang that resounded around the prefab. With a laugh that would have chilled even Willie’s warm heart to the core, she took the file with her and left.
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While Mrs Byrne was gone, Willie returned to reading his paper. He received another shock when she peeked in at him through the Perspex window.


‘All done!’ she mouthed, dangling his keys by her face. Willie got up to open the door. The cold wind blew around his ankles and he pulled his heavy coat around him tighter, half-wondering how Mrs Byrne could wear something so light in this weather. She dropped the keys back into his open hand.


‘Did you get sorted, Mrs Byrne?’


‘I did indeed, Willie. Thanks so much.’


As she walked away over the rubble, Willie shuffled back to his stool, trying to return his attention to the Sunday World. But there were two niggling thoughts in the back of his mind. The first was that Mrs Byrne didn’t have a jacket with her as she left. The second was that he’d never heard of an Aidan Byrne.


As suddenly as the thoughts formed in his mind, they were gone. Just like the woman.
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‘Well, this is it,’ said Joe as they pulled into the drive.


Arthur didn’t want to admit it but it was true – the house was nice. It was red-brick, boxy but modern-looking. The most prominent feature was a large floor-to-ceiling window at the upstairs landing. There was no front lawn, just a stone-paved driveway. It was nice, all right. But it wasn’t Kerry.


They got out of the car and, as Joe got to grips with the seemingly complicated unlocking procedure, Arthur took in his surroundings. The estate was reasonably new, with only a handful of other houses in it, all identical apart from the colours of their doors. There was an open grassy area in the centre of the estate. He heard the thump of a plastic football being kicked and followed the sound. In the far corner, a boy of about seven or eight with curly brown hair was volleying the ball against a garage wall. As the ball bounced past him, he turned and noticed Arthur. The boy waved excitedly.


‘Got it!’ Arthur heard Joe exclaim behind him and he turned. Joe pushed the blue door open and Arthur followed him inside.


As expected, the interior of the house was as modern as the exterior. All open plan, white walls and cream carpets. The kitchen, on the other hand, was all stainless steel and flowing curves.


‘It’ll be like living in a spoon,’ commented Arthur.


One good thing downstairs was the forty-six-inch LCD HD television hanging on the living-room wall. There were three bedrooms upstairs: the large master with a king-size bed and two big single rooms. Arthur and Joe took a single room each, leaving the master bedroom unoccupied.


For the rest of the day, they unpacked. With the addition of his favourite posters, Arthur’s new bare white bedroom now had a bit of life and colour in it, but it still didn’t feel like home. Later they ate take-away pizza in a silence that was broken only when Joe eventually spoke. ‘Looking forward to tomorrow?’


‘Meh. You?’


‘Yeah, Arthur, actually I am. This’ll be good for us.’


‘So you keep saying.’


Arthur went to bed early, even though Joe offered to rent a DVD for them. Apprehension over his first day at a new school kept him awake until after three, but he eventually fell into a fitful sleep.












Chapter Two
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In a time before written history, in Asgard, the realm of the gods, it is said that the great wolf Skoll chases the sun across the sky and that this is why the sun changes position throughout the day. If this is so then Skoll has just begun his chase, for it is dawn. The sun is still low on the horizon and the sky is a deep bronze colour.


Twelve gods and twelve goddesses reside in Asgard, ruled over by the one-eyed All Father, Odin. None of them stirs this early in the morning. They continue to sleep on their soft feather beds in their great halls. All of them are sleeping heavily after the enormous feast they enjoyed the night before. They ate wild boar and drank sweet mead till their bellies were full. All of them rest. Except one.


The Father of Lies leaves his hall and squints up at the brightening sun. The heat of it still hasn’t reached the earth and a light dew has formed on the ground. He pulls his black cloak around him tighter against the cold, then makes off in the direction of the sea.


He has many names, the Father of Lies. The Sky Traveller is one; the God of Mischief is another; the Trickster God is another still. But his true godly name is Loki.


Asgard is a land of contradictions: beautiful yet barren, fertile yet rocky. As Loki makes his way across the rock-strewn fields southward, he recalls the feast of the night before. He spits on the ground, remembering the insult that the other gods inflicted on him.


A giantess from Jotunheim, the land of the giants, was the guest of honour. She was an ugly, dreadful beast, but powerful and strong, so the gods meant to befriend her. When Loki arrived at the feast, he was taken aback by the very sight of the giantess. She was obscenely fat, with lank red hair stuck to her brow with sweat. Warts covered her nose while blisters covered her hands and she had a shadow of thick bristles above her lip. Loki, being the God of Mischief, couldn’t resist commenting on the vile woman.


As soon as he entered the banquet hall, he bounded onto the long feasting table and announced in his loudest voice, ‘I knew we were having wild boar tonight, but I didn’t expect one as wild or as boarish as that!’ He pointed directly at the guest of honour, the giantess, to gasps and stifled laughter. Suddenly, the giantess leaped from her bench (the only bench large enough for her was a full-sized table) and strode down the hall towards Loki. She picked him up in her sweating, blistered hands and, before he could protest, she pulled a needle and thread from a pocket in her ragged skirt.


Loki wanted to scream but never had a chance. The pain was excruciating as the giantess went to work on him with the needle and thread. Most of the other gods looked on in awe, but All Father Odin didn’t even look up from his meal. As far as he was concerned, Loki had insulted their guest and would get his just desserts.


When the giantess was done, she dropped Loki to the ground and went back to her bench, muttering apologies to the other gods as she passed. Loki struggled to his feet and pawed at the stitches that now bound his lips tightly shut. As he strained to tear the binding, a couple of the other gods started to laugh. Then more joined in, and more, until finally the entire banquet hall of the gods was full of laughter. Guffaws directed at him. Even the great Odin managed a chuckle.


Red in the face, Loki stormed out of the hall. On his return home, he managed to free his lips, but all he could hear was the echoing of the laughter in his ears. He vowed he would have his vengeance and spent the night forming the perfect plan. Now, early in the morning, he is putting that plan into action. He starts to smile at the thought of it, but his lips still sting from where he tore the thread out and the smile turns into a wince.


The sea rises into view before Loki, shimmering and golden in the morning sun. The waves lap the shore lightly. A handful of small vessels are docked, tied to an out-shooting rock, but no fisherman or captain is in sight. Loki is glad of this as he walks over the sand towards the boats. He could have easily tricked any sailor present into giving him a boat, but he is anxious to set about the task at hand.


He picks the lightest-looking vessel to make it easier to row alone. With a quick slice of his knife, he cuts the rope securing the boat to the dock, climbs in and pushes himself away from land with the single oar.


Loki hums a tune to himself as he rows out onto the calm sea. He continues to row until Asgard is but a slim line on the horizon, then puts down his oar and stares into the clear blue waters.


His stomach rumbles at the sight of the cod and other sea fish swimming in circles beneath his boat. He hasn’t eaten breakfast yet but that doesn’t concern him now. He hasn’t rowed all this way for mere cod.


All of a sudden, the schools of fish scatter. A predator has entered their waters. A sea serpent, about two feet long and with ribbed fins on both sides of its head, swims underneath the boat. Without a moment’s hesitation, Loki takes hold of a net in the stern and drops one end into the sea. He watches as the net unfurls itself slowly in the water in front of the sea serpent. At first the serpent slows and turns away from the net. Then, for a reason unknown to itself, it looks up and sees Loki. The Father of Lies smiles at it from his boat. The serpent stops moving, hypnotised by the grin, and Loki pulls the net towards him, catching his prey.


Caught in the net, the sea serpent is instantly knocked out of its trance. It wiggles and shifts between the twines, making things awkward for Loki. He opens the net and drops the serpent on the bottom of the boat. It squirms towards the edge but Loki grabs it by the head, holding it down.


‘Stop!’ he commands.


The serpent at once relents. Loki grips it by the neck and holds it towards his face. As he stares into its slitted eyes, the fins by its head fan out threateningly. Its tongue licks the air and Loki mimics it with his own long tongue. The serpent’s jaws shoot open, its fangs exposed.


Loki smiles then cautiously inches his index finger towards the deadly fangs. The jaws snap closed before he has a chance to retreat, piercing the tip of his finger. In intense pain, he drops the serpent to the bottom of the boat where it resumes squirming.


‘That hurt more than I anticipated,’ he murmurs as he takes a tight grip of the serpent again. He pins it by the neck to the base of the boat. The serpent screeches piercingly.


‘You’re lucky,’ Loki tells it. He traces his bloody fingertip over the serpent’s scales, drawing strange lines. They are the magical runes, letters and symbols designed to cause and trap magic. ‘You will be my first. The first of three.’


When Loki is done, he lifts the serpent towards him again and looks directly into its eyes.


‘I will call you the Jormungand.’


With that, he throws the serpent back into the sea. The water instantly starts to foam where the serpent entered it. Loki laughs hysterically and leaps up and down in his little boat, already rocking in the bubbling water.


The foaming grows more violent and spreads rapidly. Loki, thrown from his feet by the motion, holds on to the sides of the boat as it rocks over and back frantically, laughing all the time.


Just as the boat is about to tip over, the water abruptly calms. Loki stops laughing, out of breath. No birds caw overhead. The only sound is the soft lapping of the water against the side of his boat.


He looks into the water. It’s darker now than it was, with a light coating of foam on the surface. Then he sees it: the serpent – his serpent, the Jormungand. And it is huge. Vengeance will be his, and that vengeance will destroy not just the gods but all the worlds.
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Arthur woke up in a sweat, panting. He grabbed his mobile from the bedside cabinet and checked the time. It was 3.16 a.m. He sighed and collapsed back onto his mattress. So he’d only been asleep for sixteen minutes but had already had that crazy dream. That strange laughing man, the weird rocky land and now a giant snake thing!


He turned over and tried going back to sleep but soon realised that his sheets were damp. In fact, they weren’t just damp: they were soaking. How did I sweat so much in a quarter of an hour, he wondered to himself as he got out of bed.


He left his room and followed the unfamiliar hallway downstairs to the living room. Arthur and Joe had piled cardboard boxes here which had yet to be packed away. He switched on the light and scanned the labels on the boxes.


‘Office/computer stuff … Plans … Games and DVDs … Bed and soft stuff, etc.’


He opened the box of bedding to find it nearly empty, as Joe had only thought of bringing one set of sheets each. However, there were a couple of large beach towels tucked away in the bottom. Arthur thought they would do for the night – or what was left of it.


He made his way back upstairs. As soon as he entered his room again, he was hit by something that he hadn’t noticed when he’d left. His room smelled like the seaside – that strong briny smell of seaweed and salt water. As he moved closer to his bed, the smell grew stronger and more pungent.


Somehow his sheets were damp with sea water, not sweat. He pulled them off in a hurry, replaced them with the beach towels and climbed back into bed. As he turned over to sleep, he feared that his dream of the strange man in the boat had something to do with the damp sheets. And if that was the case, then what was that huge snake thing and why was he dreaming about it?












Chapter Three
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Brown. Arthur’s new school uniform was brown. A brown itchy sweater, brown stiff slacks and brown uncomfortable leather shoes. Seeing no way around it, he put the uniform on and went downstairs to breakfast. Joe was already gone. He’d left a Post-it with instructions for how to get to the new school and a €20 note – ‘buy yourself something nice’. Arthur wasn’t hungry and left early, deciding it would be best to meet the principal before school started to keep the inevitable earth-shattering embarrassment to a minimum.


The October air was frosty and Arthur could see his breath condensing in front of his face. He yawned, still exhausted from his fitful sleep, although luckily he’d managed to catch a few hours after waking from that bizarre dream. He looked around at his new estate. Across the road a businessman with a laptop bag was getting into his Saab. At another house an old woman in a dressing gown was letting her dog out to go to the toilet. The dog ran around the lawn in quick circles, clearly not pleased about being watched by its owner. And at the house in the far corner the boy from yesterday was sitting on the wall, watching him and wearing an identical brown uniform. The boy jumped down and ran to his front door.


‘Stace! Ash!’ Even from across the street, Arthur could hear him calling into the house. The boy looked back at Arthur then ran inside, repeating the names.


Arthur shrugged his backpack over his shoulder and walked on. After only a few steps, he heard a door slam and turned to see the boy running down the street towards him, carrying a football and followed at a much more leisurely pace by two girls.


‘Hi!’ exclaimed the boy when he reached Arthur. He slowed and walked nonchalantly next to him.


‘Hey,’ said Arthur.


‘Did you move in?’ The boy was panting from his sprint as he spoke.


‘For a little while, yeah.’


‘I’m Max. Max Barry.’


‘Arthur.’


‘Hi, Arthur!’ He pointed back with his thumb over his shoulder. ‘They’re my sisters. Do you like football?’


‘You will soon,’ said one of the sisters who’d just caught up. She looked about Arthur’s age and wore her auburn hair in a neat ponytail. She was also wearing the ugly brown uniform. ‘I’m Ashling. Ash.’


‘This is Arthur,’ Max spoke up for him. ‘He just moved in.’


‘Yeah, we gathered that, Max,’ said the other sister. She was just like an older version of Ash – probably about seventeen – and was wearing a different uniform. ‘I’m Stace, Arthur. Or Art, or Artie? What do you prefer?’


‘Well, my mum always called me Arthur.’


‘Arthur it is then.’ She shook his hand.


Max was bored of all the introductions and, as they turned the corner onto the main road, raised the topic of football again.


‘Yeah, it’s all right. I kind of prefer basketball, though,’ Arthur answered.


‘Oh, well I love football!’ Max went on. ‘My favourite team is Arsenal and my favourite player is Fabregas. Do you know him? Fabregas? He’s really good. Do you want to play football with me some time? Ash and Stace won’t play with me and –’


‘Soooo,’ interrupted Ash as she clamped her gloved hand over her little brother’s mile-a-minute mouth, ‘you’re going to Belmont?’


Arthur raised his eyebrows, slightly perplexed. She nodded to his uniform. ‘Oh!’ he exclaimed. ‘Yeah, I am. Sorry, I’d forgotten that was the name of the school. Sixth class.’


‘Me too! You’re going to love Miss Keegan. Every Monday she does this thing where we study something in the news; it’s so much fun. Stace goes to the secondary school –’


‘In fact that’s where I’m going now,’ interrupted Stace, turning off in the opposite direction with a wave. ‘See you later.’


‘And Max –’ Ash continued.


‘I go to Belmont too!’ yelped Max, struggling out of his sister’s grip. ‘And I’m in first class and my teacher is Mrs McKenna and she’s kind of old, like really old, but she’s nice and sometimes she lets us play –’


‘Football?’ asked Arthur with a wry smile to a giggling Ash.


‘Yes!’


Arthur took the ball from Max’s arms and squeezed it as if to test its strength.


‘Can you dribble the ball?’ he asked Max.


Without a moment’s hesitation, Max knocked the ball from Arthur’s grip to the ground and tapped it from one foot to the other.


‘That’s all right, I guess,’ Arthur said with the apparent knowledge of a talent scout, ‘but most footballers manage to dribble the ball while running …’


‘I can do that too!’ Max dashed off ahead of them, controlling the ball as he went. A couple of pedestrians had to move against the wall or on to the road to avoid a head-on collision with the young footballer. ‘Out of the way! Sorry! Thank you!’


Ash and Arthur burst out laughing. It took a few moments before Ash could catch her breath enough to speak. ‘You’ve got a fan there.’


‘Looks like it,’ laughed Arthur.


‘So where are you from? Why’d your family move?’


‘I’m from Kerry. My dad got a job here. He’s working on that new Metro tunnel. Not as interesting as it sounds.’


‘And what about your mom?’


‘She, uh … she …’ Even after all this time, Arthur found it difficult to force the words through his lips. He looked at Ash and it suddenly occurred to him that she wasn’t Paul or Dave or even Louise; she wasn’t any of his friends from home. And that loneliness he had felt the previous night lying in bed came back to him. Ash was becoming blurred in his vision, as unwelcome tears filled his eyes. He looked away, ashamed of the poor first impression he was making, and looped a finger through the ribbon tied around his wrist.


Ash stepped forward and shyly patted his back. ‘It’s all right. Moving can be tough. So can … other stuff.’


He looked back at her, nodded and smiled weakly. They walked on to the bus stop, talking about nothing important at all.


Max was already sitting in the bus shelter when they got there, out of breath and clutching his football to his lap. ‘I win,’ he said through gasps, smiling as Ash tousled his hair.


A bus approached from the end of the road and stopped at the traffic lights. ‘Just in time,’ said Ash, counting her coins for the bus fare.


Then a strange thing happened that afterwards they couldn’t explain. Déjà vu is an unusual feeling – like you’re reliving a moment for the second time, as if the moment is a scene from a movie on repeat. But what happened to Arthur, Ash and Max was the opposite. Time didn’t feel as if it skipped back, but rather that it skipped forward. When Ash looked up from her coins, she realised that the bus had somehow managed to pass them by and that they were the only ones left standing at the bus stop.


‘Did that just –’ She stopped mid-sentence when she saw who was crossing the road towards them. Arthur followed her gaze. The boy was also wearing the Belmont uniform. His hair was cropped close to his head, a pale, almost white blond, and his eyes were a sparkling, icy blue. He strode across as if all the world’s share of confidence had been funnelled directly into him.


Arthur, who’d always been quite shy and modest himself, took an instant dislike to the boy crossing the street. He knew it was totally irrational to dislike someone before even meeting them – in fact, his mother had always warned him not to judge a book by its cover – but the cockiness the boy exuded simply striding towards them put him right off. No one should be that sure of themselves, Arthur thought.


‘Will!’ Ash gave the boy a brief but caring hug.


‘Late again?’ he asked when he stepped back. Max bounded up to him, starting to chatter away about football, but to no avail as Ash spoke over him.


‘We missed the bus,’ Ash explained. ‘It was really weird.’


‘I wouldn’t worry about it. Who’s this?’


‘Oh, sorry! Will, this is Arthur. He just moved in across the road from us. Arthur Quinn, Will Doyle. He’s in our class too.’


‘Hey man, how’s it going?’ Will offered his hand. Arthur went to shake it in the usual way, but Will’s hand moved in a rapid succession of hand motions and grips that Arthur had only seen in American music videos. He couldn’t keep up. When the onslaught ended, Will sat down on the bus-stop bench. ‘So, you’re coming to Belmont?’


Arthur nodded silently.


‘Cool, cool. It’s not bad. Good gaff.’


‘I’m sure it is.’ Just then another bus pulled up. While boarding it, Will jostled past the others to get to the back row first. He lounged across two seats, keeping Ash and Max entertained for the whole journey. Arthur, meanwhile, pretended that he was very interested in the view outside the window.
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Joe had spent all morning in the Citi-Trak prefab office poring over the plans for the Metro. He studied blueprints, maps – both geographical and geothermal – computer-generated images of the finished tunnel (complete with smiling passengers) and the white foam-board scale model that took up the length of three desks. Two junior engineers – Ruairí and Deirdre, both fresh out of college – were on hand to answer any of his questions about the site.


Ruairí was quite short and unshaven, with a ruddy complexion. It was clear from his overhanging pot-belly that he enjoyed a little more fast food than was healthy. Deirdre, meanwhile, was much taller, with a slender build and her hair tied in a bun. She wore thick, round glasses and it was clear to Joe from the moment he met them that Deirdre liked Ruairí quite a bit but Ruairí was too wrapped up in his work to notice.


Joe finished scrawling a quick note for himself then tapped a smooth mound on the model. The mound had little foam paving stones to indicate the pavement that would eventually be placed there, as long as things went according to plan.
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‘A brilliant creation ... Fast paced and thrilling’
— Eoin Colfer, Author of Artemis Fowl
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