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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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A Twisted Shadow

A dark shadow spread across the map of a world far away. A world in which nobody dreamed but for one powerful child who had been asleep for a hundred days, and one adult determined to keep it that way.

Armed men hurried down a spiral staircase, escorting a hooded woman to a bunker, deep beneath a fort. She stopped in a tunnel and held a glowing fossil to her face. Blue sparks flew from it, like electricity, illuminating her finely wrinkled skin.

‘Look what I found!’ she screamed, the sound echoing down the passage.

A cage full of tiny black dragons rattled as they pecked at each other with their razor-sharp beaks. A figure emerged from the darkness, a woman with tightly pinned black hair, piercing green eyes and a sallow, expressionless face – it was Null. ‘A dragon stone fossil?’ she whispered. ‘But, Snaggis, you are too weak now to use something so powerful.’

Snaggis tripped and dropped the stone at the woman’s feet. ‘There is an elixir,’ she said, gasping for breath, ‘hidden underwater in the Evernight Caves. The low tide tide will expose it tomorrow. Just one drop of that elixir and I can use it.’ She retrieved the glowing fossil. ‘I’ll need only to think of the boy and this will take me straight to him.’

‘That repulsive child!’ the other woman snapped.

‘I can finish him,’ said Snaggis. ‘I can bring the Golden Torch back to you. All I need is the elixir and—’ She stopped, distracted by footsteps on the staircase.

Another armed man appeared. ‘The sky!’ he said, catching his breath. ‘The lights are returning. The boy Dreamer must be waking!’

‘Already?’ Null hissed through gritted teeth, grabbing Snaggis by the sleeve of her cloak. ‘We cannot allow it! He could light the Torch!’ She pointed to the cage and the door flung open. One by one, the small dragons crawled out, quivering. One of them took flight, attempting to flee. With a flick of Null’s wrist, there was a bright-white flash of light and it was turned into a vacuum cleaner.

‘Nice try,’ she sniggered, scooping up another dragon. ‘For protection, in the caves,’ she said, passing it to Snaggis. ‘Now, go! Find that insufferable child. Destroy him and bring me the Torch.’

Snaggis nodded, drooling as she carried the glowing stone away, up the stairs to a moonlit courtyard where an enormous black airship was waiting. ‘To the jungle!’ she screeched, climbing aboard. ‘This time it ends. Once and for all …’

Somewhere else in the same world, a sleeping boy on a speeding train stirred.

In London, in the Earth World, Ben Thomson was emptying his belongings from a tatty backpack on to a bed in a small white room. An alarm clock tumbled out. It read 6:33 p.m.

Tick tick tick.

Ben still hated clocks and their greedy faces. To him they didn’t tell the time, they stole it. They made him late.

He gave the bag a shake and a few pens fell out, along with a heavy sketchpad and some drawings of buildings on dog-eared pieces of paper. They were Ben’s designs. He had always loved designing buildings but nothing like anything he’d seen in London. His buildings were inspired by places he’d seen in the Elf World. Houses with beams made of living plants, hotels with wavy-framed windows and skyscrapers with scaly, dragon-like roofs.

But for the last few months he’d struggled to come up with anything new. He opened the sketchpad with a sigh. Every page was frustratingly blank but there was an old drawing tucked between two pages. He carefully took it out. It had been torn into pieces by his cruel Aunt Samantha but he had taped it back together. It was a drawing of 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. That would be him someday, Ben kept telling himself.

His dream was to be an architect and design real buildings. He needed to keep believing it but, to actually make it happen, his grades at school needed to improve. He’d always found it hard to concentrate on his studies but lately it had become impossible to focus. He couldn’t help thinking about other things – extraordinary things, from another world. He was desperately trying not to, for fear of the magic it would bring and the havoc it would wreak. Today that was proving more difficult than ever.

His hands and feet were tingling, like pins and needles.

Perhaps something more was coming.

The alarm clock’s ticking seemed to be getting louder.

Ben tried to dismiss it. This had happened twice before over the past couple of years, when he had blacked out and woken up in the Elf World, the world where his name was not Ben but Jayben. He needed to go back there but he knew there was only one way that could happen. In order to switch worlds, he needed to see the full moon, exactly as it looked in the Elf World: distorted – a dancing moon. It had happened by chance before, seeing the full moon through rainwater, pouring down the kitchen window. But after the first time, he’d waited a whole year to see the dancing moon. Would he have to wait until he was fourteen to see it again? He couldn’t afford to. His friends in that wondrous place needed him urgently, so Ben had devised a way to see the distorted moon, by attaching bottles of water to the top of his bedroom window, ready for the full moon. The problem was that he had no control over the clouds. They had obscured all three full moons since he returned from the Elf World at Christmas.

He sat on the bed with a weary sigh, glancing at the empty white wardrobe and bare white shelves in the dimming light from the small window.

Another bedroom. Another foster home. It was the third place he’d been moved to since his Aunt Samantha had abandoned him four months ago.

Before that, Ben had lived with Samantha for seven years. He had been just six when he was brought to her house, though he had no memory of it. Samantha had told him his parents had died, but she wouldn’t go into detail. He couldn’t have been more relieved to have escaped life with her. Seven long years without love, without joy, without hope.

Every night spent shivering in that cold, dark bedroom without toys or stories and only a patch of mould for decoration.

Every day spent listening to his aunt at school, where she had been his teacher, calling him a failure and hopeless, over and over, no matter how hard he tried.

And the weekends had been no better. No friends allowed. No games or TV or music. Just chores and schoolwork, and punishments if he ever dared to rebel.

At last that was over. But that didn’t mean everything had been fixed.

He knew nothing of his life before Samantha – but for 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.

He hadn’t seen the postcard since his aunt hid it. But the memory gave him hope that someday he would find his mother and 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 and seizures. He still couldn’t understand why Samantha had resented him so much, but there was no question why she had given him up. Ever since the day he first returned from the Elf World, things had gone from bad to worse. He’d brought a magical power with him, the power to Free-Dream. Free-Dreaming meant swapping something in the Earth World for something in the Elf World.

His aunt’s tablet had become a strange green rock.

Her phone had turned into a warm chocolate gribblenut – one of his favourite things in the Elf World.

Her boyfriend Marcus’s car had been swapped for a horrible flying hemnik, a witch’s pet, which had bitten Marcus, connecting him with the Elf World.

Samantha had been terrified by Ben’s magic, but that was just the beginning. When he returned the second time, the magic was even stronger. He had learnt that his aunt was his enemy in the Elf World too, an evil villain known as Null. His anger had boiled over and in a fit of rage he had brought giant trees from an enchanted forest, springing up through Samantha’s house, tearing it apart, before he had fled to his friend Emma’s home. When he returned, his aunt had gone and he was put into the care of Social Services.

His Free-Dreaming magic grew stronger still and initially he had found it exhilarating, empowering even. It had freed him at last from his miserable life with his aunt. But it had cost him a precious keepsake, the Christmas stocking from his childhood. Marcus had tricked him into swapping it for a box of enormous diamonds from the Elf World, which Marcus had swiftly snatched away. Ben was desperate to get his stocking back, but to do that either Jayben had to Free-Dream it back, or Ben would need to see the diamonds again. Marcus had long since disappeared with them, leaving no trace.

Ben had tried to forget about it and push his fury down. He had tried to make the most of his fresh start at the first foster home. The trouble was that Samantha wasn’t the only one afraid of his powers.

His first foster parents were horrified when Ben accidentally turned their beige sofa into an enormous pile of animal poo, from a stable in the Elf World.

The next family he was placed with didn’t take kindly to their garden gnomes magically becoming gargoyles of hideous monsters.

And it had scared his classmates too, just when he wanted to begin a normal life. Even his friend Emma was no longer allowed to see him after school.

Inside, his anger was growing, unable to quell his rage at his aunt and Marcus. He still felt so alone. He missed his friends in the Elf World, but he was stuck here. He needed to make it work with his new foster parents, Nick and Sue, and if his dream of becoming an architect was to come true, he needed to focus on his studies. The magic had to be kept firmly inside.

He heard a scratching at the window and looked out to see a pigeon struggling to land on the brick ledge outside. The bricks had been covered in plastic anti-pigeon spikes. Ben’s cheeks flushed red. He flung open the window, grabbed the base of the spikes and with a few hard tugs he tore them away.

The pigeon landed on the ledge and settled.

Ben exhaled, hiding the spikes under his bed. ‘You’re welcome,’ he mouthed, smiling at the bird. His affinity for animals was as strong as ever. They calmed him. He missed his pet mouse, Lucky, but was glad she was happy at Emma’s house.

He turned to his pad of paper and grabbed a pencil.

Draw something.

Nothing came.

Anything.

Still nothing.

He groaned, screwing up the paper and throwing it on the floor.

‘Hopeless!’ he snapped. He felt a shiver down his spine.

Hopeless?

That was Samantha’s word for Ben. The word that hurt him the most. It didn’t seem to matter how many times he moved house, she was still there in his mind, taunting him wherever he went, like a twisted shadow.

The tingling feeling spread up his arms and legs.

Something was definitely coming, tapping on a door in his mind.

‘Ben?’ his new foster mum Sue called softly. ‘Fancy something to eat yet?’

The alarm clock’s ticking grew louder still. He had to get away.

‘Errr – no. Thanks.’ He grabbed another bag from the floor, stuffed with a towel and swimming shorts. ‘I have to get to club. Sorry!’

He opened his bedroom door. She was on the landing, holding a steaming mug of tea and smiling. ‘We’re making dinner.’

‘Cool. Thanks. Can I have it later, though?’ He hurried past her and down the stairs, throwing on his trainers.

He heard his new foster dad Nick in the kitchen, rattling car keys. ‘I’ll give you a lift to swimming.’

The tingling was spreading to Ben’s chest. ‘NO!’ he shouted.

Sue followed him, looking concerned.

‘Sorry,’ said Ben, grabbing his jacket. ‘I’d just rather walk. I’ll eat later. Thank you, though.’ He painted on a smile, then fled into the dusk with a shiver, running down the street. It was lined with bare-branched trees. Spring was very late this year.

Avoid anything valuable, he thought to himself, focusing on the paving stones so as not to look at passing cars, just in case his magic sent them to the Elf World. Keep your eyes to the ground.

Try as he might, he still hadn’t mastered his power, and tonight he knew it wasn’t a matter of if he would Free-Dream something, but when …
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