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When Jack hides up in the attic after a particularly trying day
at school, he finds a dusty old trunk. Little does he know that by
prising it open, his adventures are just about to begin.
Catapulted back in time, Jack discovers a golden amulet missing
six magical gemstones. They hold the key to breaking a witch’s
wicked curse – and Jack’s the one who has to find them.
The dangerous quest sees him journey to the far corners of the
Earth, join forces with a warrior from the past, pit his wits against
a vengeful king and find the courage to meet the greatest
challenge of his life. Because heroes come in all shapes and
sizes... even ones with sticky-up hair and a stock of one-liners.
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Chapter 3

The smell of damp earth filled Jack’s nostrils. He opened
his eyes to inky darkness and found his face was jammed
uncomfortably against rock, his legs twisted to fit into the
narrow space into which he’d awoken. This was not his
bed and he certainly wasn’t at home. He wasn’t in the attic
anymore and the trunk was nowhere to be seen. So where
was he?
Shifting painfully to one side, Jack realised that the
same could not be said for the chair — it was still attached
to his bottom, though one wooden arm had somehow
snapped clean in two and hung loosely. Jack gritted his
teeth, pushed down hard on the arm that was still intact
and felt the chair start to shift.
“About time too,” he breathed, as he slowly slid free.
“Wherever this place is, I doubt I’ll be needing random
pieces of furniture stuck to me.”
He rubbed his aching sides and stood up. He appeared
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to be in a cave. Its roof was low and he had to stoop for
fear of banging his head on the stalactites that hung down
like dripping chandeliers. They were tinged in green and
droplets of water fell intermittently like crystals into puddles on the earthen floor.
Ahead, Jack could just make out the glimmer of flickering lights. Muffled noises told him that wherever this
place was, he wasn’t alone. He strained his ears and could
just make out the gentle whinny of a horse and the low
murmur of voices.
As he stumbled through the cave, he spotted rolls of
what looked like animal skins neatly stacked against the
rocky walls. Rushes were spread across the floor. To one
side, two men slept; one snoring gently and occasionally
twitching. The other, a black-bearded man, lay on his back,
eyes closed and breathing steadily. A fierce-looking sword
lay by his head, as if ready to spring up at a moment’s
notice and lunge at an attacker. He was dressed in a rough
linen tunic, the colour of old fern leaves, and half-covered
with a woollen cloak. A heavy leather belt with an ornate
golden buckle was slung around his middle. Jack paused to
study it for a second. It was decorated with the same patterns as the bracelet he’d found in the trunk. Instinctively
his hand went to his wrist. The bracelet was still there.
Jack tip-toed past. He doubted the men would take too
kindly to being woken from their slumber.
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At the mouth of the cave, Jack hesitated. The voices were
clearer now and he could see the light was coming from
flaming torches jammed into the ground around what
looked to be an encampment. Men were gathered around
a campfire, sitting on logs and feasting on a haunch of
meat which a small man with rosy cheeks turned slowly as
he roasted it on a spit above the flames.
Another, a chubby fellow with a happy face, was singing in a language that Jack did not understand but, whatever the words, it was obviously funny for, every now and
then, everyone burst into laughter.
The men looked tough with their long hair and
unshaven faces, yet strangely not unfriendly, despite the
weaponry that Jack could not fail to notice poking out
from beneath their cloaks.
Jack took a step forward and looked around him, drinking in the scene. The men were too busy eating and enjoying the entertainment to notice him.
Nearest to Jack were tents made from animal skins,
roughly sewn together. They formed a line against one
side of the forest clearing in which the encampment sat.
Towering trees surrounded them, creating as dense a wall
as any Jack had ever seen. Horses quietly grazed the grassy
floor on the far side of the camp, their backs covered in
blankets and their saddles slung on a log to which they
were tethered. Behind him lay the cliff face in which
35

Available for review only. Do not distribute

THE CHRONICLES OF JACK M c COOL

the cave with the sleeping men was set. Jack took a deep
breath. The roaring campfire blazed in the middle and it
was towards here that Jack now headed. Not that he wasn’t
afraid. His heart thumped wildly in his chest. So loud did
it seem to Jack that he was sure the men could hear. Who
knew if these were good guys or not? Who were they?
Bandits? Criminals escaped from jail or just men who
loved nothing better than a weekend’s camping and the
chance to go unshaven for a couple of days, like his dad?
“There’s nothing for it,” Jack told himself sternly.
“You’ve faced Miss Medusa often enough. These guys can’t
be any worse than her.”
Concentrating hard on quite what he would say to
explain his presence in their camp, Jack did not see the
man approaching him stealthily through the shadows. He
didn’t hear the snapping of twigs as his assailant crept up
behind him, his huge hand on the hilt of his sword ready
to draw. The first Jack knew of it was when an enormous
arm grabbed him around the neck and forced his head up
towards the starry sky. Jack froze. Cold steel stung his bare
throat.
“And just what do we have here?” a gravelly voice said
in his ear.
Jack couldn’t speak, couldn’t move. His legs were like
rubber, as if the bones had dissolved into putty. If it hadn’t
been for the hairy arm holding him in its grip, he was
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sure he’d have fallen to the ground. The man loosened his
grip momentarily and roughly turned Jack around to face
him. It was the man with the black beard from the cave.
He swiftly ran his hand over Jack’s body as if searching for
something.
Satisfied that whatever he was expecting to find wasn’t,
in fact, there, the man grunted and pushed Jack forward
toward the fire.
“Lost your tongue, have you?” His captor growled as
Jack stayed silent, too terrified to speak, his tongue stuck
to the roof of his dry mouth. “Let’s see if Finn can make
you talk.”
The crowd of men cleared as they watched Jack and the
man approach. They stared at Jack suspiciously as he was
kicked in the back of the knees, forced to kneel and his
hands roughly bound together with rope.
A huge man with startlingly white blond hair that
gleamed in the moonlight stared down at him. Jack
gulped. He was no expert but, standing with his feet apart,
fists clenched and an angry look in his eye, this was one
unhappy fellow.
“Well, Cormac?” he said questioningly to the man
who’d captured Jack.
“Found him creeping about by the tents,” Cormac
replied. “He’s unarmed. I’ve checked.”
The blond man glowered down at Jack.
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“So they’d send a small child to spy on me, would they?”
he growled menacingly. “Goll has sunk to new depths.”
“Small!” thought Jack indignantly, keeping a wary eye
on the man’s dagger tucked in the cloth wrappings that
covered the man’s legs. “I’m not small, pretty tall for my
age actually. But skinny maybe — Mum says I’m like a
green bean — but . . . ”
“Are you listening to me, boy?” the man’s voice broke
through his thoughts.
Now Jack knew from his encounters with Miss Medusa
when she asked the same question in class that there was
only one right answer to this.
“Err, y-yes,” he stammered nervously.
The man grabbed his chin roughly and tilted Jack’s face
towards him.
“How did Goll know where to send you?” he demanded.
“The Forest of Roann is so dense that only a McCool clansman could find his way here.”
Jack’s ears pricked up at the mention of ‘McCool’. Apart
from his family, the only other McCool he’d ever heard
about was the hero of the book of Irish folk tales he’d
loved to listen to his mother read when he was younger.
How he’d looked forward to bedtime just to hear another
exciting Finn McCool adventure. Come to think of it, his
copy was still sitting on the bookshelf in his bedroom.
Dog-eared and a little battered around the spine but he
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refused to get rid of it. After all, hearing Mum’s voice reading to him from it night after night had fuelled his dreams
and given rise to all sorts of daytime fun.
Jack realised that the man was still waiting for him to
answer.
“Well, my name is McCool, Jack McCool if that helps at
all,” Jack said nervously. “But no-one sent me. And I’m not
sure I’ve ever been introduced to anyone called Goll. You
see, one minute I was hiding in the attic and the next . . . ”
Jack gestured around the encampment. “The next, I find
myself here. It’s all rather strange,” he finished helplessly.
The man drew his dagger.
“You come by night to the Fianna, the brave warrior
clansmen of Finn McCool, claim my name as your own and
expect me to believe that you don’t know where you are
or how you got here?” he said angrily. “Do I look stupid?”
Jack didn’t think so. The man — was this really the
Finn McCool from his storybook? — looked pretty terrifying actually, worse than Miss Medusa when she was
having one of her fits. But he didn’t say this. Instead he
thought of what his mum had always told him. That if he
simply told the truth when he was in trouble, he could
only make matters better, not worse. Jack crossed his fingers and hoped she was right.
“Look, I’m not sure who you think I am but I’m certainly not spying on anyone. I’m perfectly happy to go
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back to the cave and see if I can get home. Not quite sure
how at the moment but I’ll work on that later. Don’t worry,
I won’t wake your friend in there — I know he probably
needs his beauty sleep. Not that I’m saying he’s ugly or
anything, it’s just . . . ” Jack gabbled on. “Anyway, Mum’s
probably getting worried about where I am now and I’m
pretty hungry so I don’t want to miss tea. It’s salmon fishcakes you see and they’re my favourite.”
Jack paused for breath. The giant man was looking at
him quizzically as if he couldn’t believe what he’d just
heard.
“Uh-oh,” thought Jack. “I’ve really gone and done it
now.” Mum always said he dug himself in deeper when he
was in trouble by talking too much. Maybe she was right.
The man’s mouth twitched at the corners, then, in one
quick movement, he slapped his thigh and threw back his
head roaring with laughter.
“No spy from Goll’s court would ever talk so much —
not unless we persuaded him,” he spluttered on between
guffaws. He gestured to the man who had tied Jack’s
hands. “Whoever you are lad, you’re no spy of the High
King Goll,” he spat the name out like it was something disgusting. “Release the boy and bring him closer to the fire.”
Jack was shaken by this turn of events. One minute,
he’d had a sword to his throat and it looked as if he was
about to join the joint of meat roasting above the fire, the
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next here he was sitting next to Finn McCool and drinking
from a hollow horn of what tasted like honeyed lemonade
and chewing on a hunk of delicious roasted meat.
Jack couldn’t help but keep glancing at Finn. He’d
begged Mum often enough to tell him if the stories about
the warrior were true but she’d always laughed it off. Yet
now, here he was, sitting right next to Finn, bulging muscles and all.
“The venison’s good tonight, eh?” commented Finn as
they ate together.
Jack simply nodded. He didn’t want to talk with his
mouth full.
“So, boy,” said Finn, eyeing Jack’s school clothes curiously. “I’m yet to see a warrior in these parts wearing a
get-up like that. Where do you come from and what brings
you here?”
Jack wiped the grease from his chin and glanced down
at his shorts, blue polo shirt and jumper that were, by
now, streaked with dirt and ripped in places.
“Oh, this is just my school uniform,” he explained.
“The Clan of Skool,” said Finn thoughtfully. “I admit
I’ve never heard of them.”
Jack reached to slice off another hunk of venison with
the small knife Finn had handed to him when he’d first
beckoned him to sit by the fire. As he did so, the sleeve of
his jumper slid up to reveal the bracelet on his wrist.
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Finn’s eyes widened as he stared at the gold gleaming
in the firelight.
“Where did you get that?” he whispered, pointing with
a finger that Jack could have sworn was trembling slightly.
Jack’s hand flew to the bracelet.
“Funny you should mention that,” he replied. “You
see, there was this trunk in the attic and I was hiding in it
from my brother and I found this. You could have a look
if you like but it’s a bit stuck.”
Finn drew Jack’s arm reverentially closer to the flames.
“I’d know that amulet anywhere,” he said softly. “I’ve
heard tell about it often enough.”
“Really?” replied Jack. “It’s quite pretty. Shame the
stones are missing or I’d have given it to my mum as a
present.”
Finn looked at him strangely.
“The Amulet of Athlone was stolen by Goll’s banshees
years ago. Those evil, nameless witches plundered its precious jewels, taking one each for themselves. Did you
never hear that tale in your land of Attic?”
Jack wasn’t sure what to say. He obviously hadn’t made
himself clear if Finn thought he was some sort of warrior from a clan called Skool that lived in a country called
Attic. How could he begin to explain when he didn’t even
understand the events of the last few hours himself? Still,
he thought at least he should try.
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“Maybe it will make more sense as I go along,” he
thought hopefully.
Jack noticed that a couple of Finn’s men, including the
black-bearded Cormac, had been listening to their conversation. As he began to describe what had happened in the
attic, the crowd surrounding them grew. He noticed the
second sleeping warrior he’d first seen in the cave among
them. When he reached the part about the trunk and finding the bracelet — or amulet, as Finn had called it — each
man there seemed to be hanging on to his every word.
“And did you hear anything as the words appeared on
the amulet?” asked Finn urgently.
“Now you come to mention it, yes,” said Jack. “A woman’s voice. I saw her too. She looked a bit like Mum. Red
hair, blue eyes, nice singing voice too. But sort of old-fashioned. Why? Do you know her?”
Finn paused. There had been a sharp intake of breath
from the men when Jack had described the woman in the
attic.
“That was my mother,” Finn answered shortly. “Her
name is Mureen.”
The atmosphere was now tense. The men shifted from
foot to foot uneasily. Finn signed deeply then broke the
silence. “Did she say anything else?”
Jack thought hard.
“Just something about the Prince of Tara and that my
43

Available for review only. Do not distribute

THE CHRONICLES OF JACK M c COOL

time had just begun,” remembered Jack, wondering where
all this was leading to.
“And you say the amulet won’t come off?” Finn continued. Jack shook his head.
Finn turned to Cormac. “There is no doubt,” muttered
Cormac. “It is as the lady Mureen prophesied.”
Finn nodded. In one swift movement, he fell to his
knees in front of Jack and lowered his head. As one, his
men followed suit. Jack stared at them in bewilderment.
“You’re here at last,” Finn murmured in a voice full of
emotion. “The Fianna have waited many a year for this time
to come. We are honoured Jack McCool, Prince of Tara.”
Jack was dumbfounded. Was Finn talking about him? A
prince? Skinny, sticky-up-haired him?
The men continued to kneel in front of him in silence.
Jack didn’t know if he was supposed to say anything and if
he was, what on earth it should be.
“Um, please do get up,” he said politely. “It’s pretty
hard on your knees doing that.”
Finn and the rest of the McCool clansmen clambered to
their feet again. Some of the men looked at Jack with awe,
others with open astonishment.
Finn waved his hand at them dismissively. They
instantly melted away into the darkness, retreating to
their tents or the cave in the cliff.
Now Jack and Finn were alone.
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Finn stared at him across the flames of the campfire and
shook his head in wonderment.
“I never thought that the Prince of Tara would be a boy
from the clan of Skool,” he mused thoughtfully after a
while. “But we share the same name, the same blood. Just
where did you say the lands of Attic lay again?”
Jack thought it might be rude to try to explain once
more that he wasn’t from any clan, least of all one called
“Skool” and that, as far as he knew, his family didn’t
own any land — unless they included Dad’s allotment of
course. Though he wasn’t sure that a few metres of maggoty carrots and the odd pumpkin would count.
Jack’s head was buzzing with questions. He wanted to
ask more about this Prince of Tara business and exactly
what Finn’s mum, Mureen, had prophesied about him but
it had been a long day. In the warmth of the fire and with
food in his belly, he couldn’t help but yawn.
Finn saw and stood up, offering Jack a huge hand.
“There’ll be more time for talk in the morning,” he said
firmly. There is much to tell but for now, sleep is what you
need. To fulfil your destiny, the journey will be long and
hard.”
He paused as if wondering whether to go on but then
continued.
“It will be dangerous and you may wish you had never
left your clan of Skool but the Kingdom of Eireann will
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rejoice when Goll is banished, the banshees have fled and
the Amulet of Athlone — and its stones — have returned
to their rightful place and owner.”
Cormac appeared beside them carrying an animal skin.
“Go sleep in the cave with my men,” Finn said, handing the skin to Jack. “I’d give you a tent but the camp is
full with so many loyal to my father volunteering in the
fight against Goll. But don’t worry. Cormac is my most
trusted man and while you are with the Fianna, you will
be safe.”
“Thank you,” said Jack meekly, wondering what his
mum would say about him staying out all night. He still
didn’t understand what was going on but his bones ached
with weariness and he was past arguing.
His mum always said things looked better in the morning. Now, as Jack trudged wearily back to the cave to sleep,
he fervently hoped that would be the case because, so far,
he didn’t know what to think. Except that this was all
so exciting and he couldn’t wait to tell everyone about
it back home — especially Tom. And as for that meanie
Oscar, being Prince of Tara as Finn seemed convinced he
was, would be one up against that nasty little creep.
Jack snuggled down under his animal skin on the cave
floor and listened as, one by one, the breathing of the
Fianna warriors grew steady and they gave themselves to
slumber. He hugged himself tightly. With glee or fear he
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wasn’t quite sure. Nor did he know what tomorrow’s dawn
would bring. But of one thing he was certain. Jack McCool
was ready.
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