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Praise for Jayben and the Golden Torch

‘A modern classic of children’s fantasy with a necessary hero’

– Lizzie Huxley-Jones, 
author of the Vivi Conway series

‘I loved this book – a triumphant and richly imagined fantasy as well as a compelling insight into life with seizures and memory loss’

– Lee Newbery, 
author of The Last Firefox series

‘Funny, heart-warming and imaginative voyage into memory, meaning and identity’

– BookTrust

‘Imaginative … this is a hopeful fantasy adventure with a brave and kind young hero’

– The Week Junior

‘Spend the Easter holidays lost in a mystery’

– First News
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And for every child who is living 
with an illness or a disability.

Whatever your story, 
you can be the hero.
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Alone on Christmas Eve

Storms of ice raged in a world far away. A world in which nobody dreamed but for one powerful child, who was sound asleep, and one adult who was thirsty for revenge.

A masked figure in a grey fur cloak paced inside the empty dining car of a train as it sped through a moonlit forest. Two armed men entered from the next carriage, carrying something under a cloth that glowed green. The figure stopped pacing. Tiny black dragons emerged from under the seats, blowing sparks and pecking each other with their razor-sharp beaks as they jostled for the green glow.

The men removed the cloth to reveal a mirror with a frame of gleaming emeralds. In the glass, the face  of a man appeared. He had an orange tan, short black hair and a chunky gold necklace on his bare chest.

‘We found it!’ the man shouted. He showed off a yellow gem. ‘The tomb full of star glass!’

‘Very good, Zamar,’ said the figure from behind the expressionless white porcelain mask.

‘You’ll get your power back,’ the man continued excitedly. ‘With the solar eclipse, these gems will make you three times stronger.’

‘Yes. And once our Agents have found the Torch—’ The figure stopped, distracted, and looked out of the train window. There were lines of bright lights in the night sky, beneath the full moon. ‘The lights? That wretched child is returning!’ the figure snapped, turning to one of the armed men.

‘No!’ the man pleaded. ‘Please! I’ll do anything!’

It was no use. In a bright white flash of light, he was turned into a TV.

The dragons fled to hide among the luggage, and the other armed man slowly backed away, trembling. They knew that no living thing could survive being swapped with objects from the Earth World.

The man in the glowing mirror grinned. ‘That boy – the Imposter – will be no match for you, once you have the power of this star glass, charged by the eclipse. We’ll crush him. The Torch will be yours again. You are the true Ninth Dreamer! We can finish what you started.’

‘I’ll be on the ship by next sundown, Zamar, and in the desert with you in time for the eclipse.’ Null laughed and the white mask slipped a little.

The armed man in the corner gasped.

The figure quickly straightened the mask, then raised an arm to the man.

He flinched. ‘I didn’t see anything!’ he said. ‘I swear! Please!’

With a flick of the figure’s wrist, the train door opened to the bitter howling wind and the man was thrown screaming into the darkness.

Somewhere else in the same world, a sleeping boy in a travelling coach stirred.
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In London, in the Earth World, Ben Thomson was having his recurring nightmare.

It always starts in a dark cave filled with shadows and screams. Ben can hear rasping breaths and the heavy footsteps of a monster. He can’t see the monster, but he knows it’s there.

Frantically, he searches for a way to escape – and then he sees it. A shaft of light up ahead. He hurries towards it; he can smell smoke and feel heat from behind, as if the monster is breathing fire. The footsteps lighten as it moves towards Ben, but he’s almost at the light—

BANG! BANG! BANG!

Ben awoke to a violent hammering on his bedroom door.

‘Really?’ he groaned, pulling his thin duvet to his nose and glancing at his clock with dismay. The time was 5:09 a.m. Too early even for his alarm clock.

‘I’m up!’ he shouted, and the hammering ceased. 

Then he heard a gentle nibbling sound by his pillow. He switched on his bedside lamp and turned his head to see a little brown mouse chewing the corner of a piece of paper.

‘Oi,’ whispered Ben, gently scooping up the mouse and placing it behind his bedside table, into a nest of torn-up paper. ‘What if she sees you, Lucky?’ he whispered. ‘If she knew I’d rescued you from that trap …’ He stroked Lucky’s silky ears. Ben’s affinity for animals was as strong as ever.

He sat up in bed, wearing his navy-blue coat for extra warmth, and took a few sunflower seeds from his pocket, which he’d pinched from next door’s bird feeder. ‘Have some actual breakfast,’ he said. Then he smoothed out the piece of paper that Lucky had been chewing. ‘It does look good, doesn’t it?’

It was one of his own drawings. Ben loved designing buildings. He drew them on any scrap of paper he could find. This one was on the back of a coffee-stained shopping list. He had drawn an enormous department store, lavishly decorated for Christmas, its odd-shaped windows full of toys and books. On its wonky top floor there was a boy in a bright window, dunking gingerbread into hot chocolate.

‘If only …’ he sighed, seeing his breath in the frigid air. His dream was to be an architect one day and design real buildings. It was a dream he couldn’t imagine coming true.

Then something odd happened to Ben. He felt a strange tingle in his hands and feet, like pins and needles. The clock’s ticking seemed to be getting louder.

Ben tried to dismiss it. This had happened once before, on the magical day when he had blacked out and woken up in the Elf World, the world where his name was not Ben but Jayben instead. He had hoped to go back there. But that had been over a year ago. He was thirteen now and his hope of ever returning to his friends in that wondrous place was fading.

Ben had learnt that in order to switch worlds, he had to see his chord – the full moon. And so every full moon, Ben had stayed up past midnight to watch it through his window. But nothing had happened.

Last night had been a full moon, and Ben had stared at its big bright face until his eyes could stay open no longer. He was starting to feel desperate. His friends back in the Elf World needed him. He dreaded to think what might be happening in his year-long absence.

But again, nothing had happened.

Now he drew back his tatty grey curtains for one more look at the full moon before dawn, but the sky had clouded over and he was still here. Trapped.

BANG! BANG! BANG!

Again, that thumping on the door. ‘Get up!’ a woman’s voice snapped from behind it. ‘I know what you’re like, you lazy so-and-so. I can’t trust you when I’m not here. I’m not leaving until you’ve started cleaning.’

Samantha. Ben’s aunt and guardian.

Ben had been living with her for the past seven years. He had only been six when he’d been brought here, though he had no memory of it. Samantha had told him his parents had died but wouldn’t go into detail. He knew nothing of his life before – apart from one postcard his parents had sent him from a weekend away when he was little, and one precious memory of his mother, giggling with him in a phone box, and wishing him Happy Birthday.

This memory gave him hope that someday he would remember more of what must surely have been a happy childhood.

He knew he had suffered a brain injury seven years ago and that was the reason for his memory problems. But he still couldn’t understand why Samantha resented him so much. One thing was for certain: ever since the day he had returned from the Elf World, life had gone from bad to worse.

Strange things had happened in the house that day. 

Samantha’s phone had turned into a warm chocolate gribblenut, one of his favourite things in Elf World.

Her boyfriend Marcus’s car had been swapped for a horrible flying hemnik, a witch’s pet, which had bitten Marcus before crumbling to ashes.

Ben remembered Samantha looking terrified as her phone was transformed at random. He, on the other hand, had found it exhilarating. He had no control over the power he had brought back from the Elf World, but, having suffered his aunt’s cruelty for so long, he couldn’t help but smile to see her scared and bewildered.

To his crushing disappointment, the magic only lasted for a day. He knew better than to try and explain the Elf World to his aunt. Samantha had said many times before that anyone who believed in magic was a ‘pitiful moron’. She insisted they must have been merely hallucinating, caused by exhaustion.

The trouble was that Ben had seen her vulnerable and afraid of the changing objects. And for that, he needed to be punished.

Samantha had searched  his bedroom  more thoroughly than ever, and uncovered the precious postcard from his parents, his only family keepsake. She found his drawings too. She took it all, and in   its place she left him with extra homework. His alarm clock was set to wake him even earlier, so that he could do twice as many chores before school each day.

Ben had tried to push back – to question his aunt’s behaviour. After all, he had defeated Null, a terrible villain in the Elf World, and saved his friends – surely he could stand up to Samantha? But for every protest, she would make his life even harder.

And there was no escape at school. She was also his form teacher at Milgrove Manor. Ben had accepted that the only way to survive was to obey.

Initially that hadn’t been quite so hard. He had expected the first full moon to take him back to the Elf World. With every full moon that passed after he returned, to no avail, he began to consider the unthinkable. What if somehow he really had imagined the whole thing? What if he had never gone to the  Elf World at all? He certainly had been exhausted that day … and it wasn’t like his memory was reliable.

Ben’s brain injury had been causing him to have seizures for a couple of years now. Sometimes in the school playground he’d find himself holding a ball but have no memory of catching it. He would start writing a sentence and then forget what he wanted  to say.

He still had his drawing though. He drew furiously, hiding the sketches from Samantha, who saw them as an ‘inexcusable waste of time’. But the designs wouldn’t stop coming to him, designs he knew now were inspired by the Elf World. Houses with beams made of living plants, hotels with wavy-framed windows and skyscrapers with scaly, dragon-like roofs. Ben had always thought these ideas came from his imagination – until he visited the Elf World and discovered they were in fact all real. Though he couldn’t quite remember the faces of his friends there – Phee, Peggro and Maybie – Ben could see the wonderful buildings clearly.

No. There was no way he had imagined the Elf World. Ben knew he had been there.

One good thing that had happened since his visit to that place was that Marcus, who had always been complicit in Samantha’s mistreatment of Ben, had somehow softened. Since that strange day, when household objects had become magical, when Marcus’s own car had transformed into a hemnik, Marcus had been quietly performing little acts of kindness for him whenever Samantha wasn’t around.

Last Christmas, he had sneaked a funny comic book into Ben’s bag.

On Ben’s thirteenth birthday, he had slipped a chocolate bar into his lunchbox.

He’d even begun smuggling pens and paper into Ben’s room.

One day, Marcus had discovered some of Ben’s drawings. Ben had steeled himself for a fight. But Marcus had just stared at them. Then he’d said that Ben had ‘a remarkable gift’ and promised that if they worked together, he could help him to achieve his dream of becoming an architect, and maybe even get away from his aunt.

‘You’ve had it rough,’ Marcus had said. ‘Sorry I never stuck up for you sooner. It seemed easier just to go along with things. But I can see you’ve got talent, Ben.’

Part of Ben was reluctant to trust Marcus, after the way he had been treated. But Ben liked to believe in second chances, and he couldn’t help but wonder whether the hemnik bite had somehow changed Marcus. Whatever the reason, he was glad to finally have some help. Who cared who it came from?

Ben yawned and stretched. Then he remembered what day it was. The twenty-fourth of December. Christmas Eve.

Rubbing his bleary eyes, he lifted the corner of his thin, lumpy mattress and retrieved a bright-red stocking, embroidered with a golden ‘B’ for Ben. He had found it in a dusty bin bag in the loft a few months ago while searching for his parents’ postcard. Finding the stocking was fresh evidence of a happy childhood. Someone had loved him once.

He knelt up on his pillow to hang it on a rusty nail sticking out of his dark-blue wall, between a long crack and a patch of mould. He wasn’t expecting to find presents in it tomorrow. Last Christmas he had run downstairs to find two presents in the hall with his name on. But before he could unwrap them, they were snatched by his aunt. She explained with a smirk that until his grades improved he ‘deserved nothing’. Until he was less ‘hopeless’.

Deserved nothing. Hopeless. Ben forgot many things – but those words and the anger he had felt  on hearing them wasn’t going anywhere.

He paused, staring at the jolly stocking in his otherwise gloomy room, trying to imagine it hanging in a happy home again someday. Imagining it bulging with gifts. Sure, it was empty right now, but if something is empty then it can be filled, he liked to think.

‘Get a move on!’ Samantha called from downstairs. ‘I’m not leaving until I know you’re working. If you make me late …’

Lucky gave a little squeak.

‘Shhhh!’ said Ben, handing her another seed and quickly hiding his pens in his drawer. ‘Down in a minute!’ he shouted.

Ben glanced at the clock. It was 5:21 a.m.

He still hated clocks. They still made him late.

He looked at his drawing of the festive shop, grinning at the boy in the bright window. Maybe, with Marcus’s help, that could be him one day.

He stuffed it into his pocket, carefully stashing the rest of his paper behind the bedside table to keep Lucky warm. Then he hopped out of bed fully dressed with a shiver, ruffled his short coppery hair and twisted the cold handle of his door.

As he did so, the clock’s ticking grew louder. Tick tick tick. The tingles spread to his arms and legs.

It can’t be the magic, he thought. The full moon had been and gone – yet again. Could it be another seizure coming on? He pushed the thought away.

There was one good thing about today. He was going to be alone. Marcus was taking Samantha to view some houses she was interested in buying. Ben was still puzzled how she could afford it. He certainly wasn’t seeing any of her new money. But all that mattered to him right now was that Marcus had said they would be gone for hours. Being alone on Christmas Eve might not sound ideal – but for Ben    it meant he could finally put on some music and doodle in peace. Nothing could stop him.

Almost nothing.
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