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For T, A and H.  The orbs of light who brighten my darkest days 

and fill the world with wonder. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Oh, and hello to Jason Isaacs. 
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Chapter One - Sam 

She squinted down the garden; unsure it wasn’t a trick of the light.  No, something dark, 

something black, seeming to seep from the ground and onto the grass.  As she watched she 

realised it wasn’t actually on the grass but floating slightly above it, she could see clear space 

between the two.  It looked like wispy black smoke and for a brief second she wondered if 

something was on fire, maybe a neighbour was having a bonfire and the smoke was drifting 

over? 

 At such a low level though?  And didn’t smoke drift upwards?  Anyway, it seemed to be coming 

directly from the ground and as she watched it appeared to change, no longer looking like 

smoke, now it seemed thicker, denser and was rippling and pulsating. It reminded her of the 

treacle her mum used in cakes – thick, black and slow moving.  She continued to watch as it 

moved slowly in her direction, but it didn’t worry her, it would be easy to evade should the need 

arise.  Odd though, it didn’t seem to be spreading out like she’d have expected, but just seemed 

to be heading lazily her way.  She’d never seen anything like it before and she looked round to 

see if any of her family were watching but no-one else was in the garden, her parents were inside 

making dinner, her brother elsewhere.  

 A sudden panic gripped her and she tried to push herself up but couldn’t.  While her attention 

had been focussed on the substance rippling towards her she hadn’t noticed more of it flowing 

over her hands and holding her in place, her fingers firmly embedded in the black goo.  She’d 

felt nothing, had seen nothing.  She started to call out in desperation, shouting as loud as she 

could but stopped mid-sentence as she realised the sky was growing darker, as though night was 

drawing in.   

The black substance now resembled smoke again and as she looked slowly upwards, almost 

afraid of what she would see, there was a cloud of the same darkness hanging above her. Both 

were moving now, faster, and in her direction as though it had a mind of its own, its sole purpose 

to reach her. 

She struggled to free herself, flexing her hand and pulling, but the more she pulled the firmer 



 
she was held. The mass of darkness on the ground had reached her now and she watched, 

terrified, as it started to move up her arm.   It felt cold and wet and she suddenly started to swell 

with hatred – not for anything in particular, just everything.  Her family, the world, mankind, she 

hated them all, despised every last one of them.  The weight of it was pulling her down until she 

was almost flat against the grass and as she started to scream the strange black smoke above 

rushed towards her open mouth… 

Samantha Johnson’s eyes fluttered open and she sat up quickly looking round the garden.  She 

remembered laying in the shade of the beech tree, unwilling to go back inside on such a sunny 

day, preferring to find comfort in the cooler recesses of the garden.   She searched for anything 

that might indicate she’d had more than just a bad dream, it obviously was a dream, it had to be, 

but she didn’t ever remember having one so vivid, so tangible.  She’d felt physically restrained 

and threatened during it, and the overwhelming emotions were still with her.  She wasn’t sure 

what the strange black substance was or why it had been such a prominent part of her dream, but 

she knew one thing – knew exactly what it represented. 

Evil.   

She’d felt it, every bad thought, every negative emotion, every crime, every sin, every 

murder, every nauseating, repugnant, malicious act it was possible to carry out all concentrated 

into one short burst.  Worse, she’d actually seen images in her mind of herself carrying out acts 

she’d never contemplate.  She shuddered as visions of the dream came flooding back into her 

mind, just brief flashes but enough to send a shiver down her spine. 

Her breathing was heavy, fast, and with every one the fragrant mix of flowers, from lilies to 

daffodils seemed almost sickly.  She tried to calm herself, bringing her breathing under control 

even though her body was still trembling.  She felt…. well, invaded if she were honest; this was 

her home, her garden, her sanctuary and even though she told herself it was just a dream she 

couldn’t shake the feeling that this was important in some way, some sort of weird warning 

maybe.  Weren’t dreams supposed to have a hidden meaning after all?  As the seconds passed the 

details of the dream started to fade, vanishing from her mind, and she started to relax a little, her 

breathing slowing and the trembling in her hands subsiding. 

The dream wasn’t the only problem though.  She wasn’t sure why but she’d felt an overriding, 

nagging sensation that something wasn’t quite right, that something was going on she wasn’t 



 
aware of and the feeling had persisted for a few days now.  Paranoia maybe, but even so she felt 

marginally annoyed that she couldn’t shake it. 

Distant strains of music, from modern pop to classical drifted through the air from other 

gardens in the village, just quiet enough to not be intrusive, and interspersed with the happy 

laughter and screams of children playing.  It was possible that in a few years she’d find this 

annoying, but she could be just as noisy when the occasion demanded. 

Still, it was her birthday tomorrow – finally after the weeks and months of waiting her 

thirteenth birthday had arrived.   She didn’t feel any different, but she was changing physically 

and wasn’t convinced that any of it was for the better.  Before dozing off she’d been reading 

some stupid article in a magazine about ‘growing pains’, but it hadn’t been particularly helpful 

and certainly hadn’t described most of the feelings and frustrations she was experiencing.  She 

briefly picked up the magazine before changing her mind and casually tossing it aside, turning 

her attention to the lemonade sitting beside her.  The ice hadn’t melted completely so she 

couldn’t have been asleep for that long, even though it had felt like it.  She took a sip and 

savoured the coolness in her mouth, the acidic bitterness almost stinging her throat as she 

swallowed, and the smell!  Oh the smell!  She’d read somewhere that scent could trigger 

memories, and was sure at some point in the future the smell of lemons would take her back to 

her mums’ homemade lemonade, transporting her from wherever she was at the time to her 

garden on a day like today.  She was convinced that the rich citrus smell would stay with her 

forever. 

Sam lived in the village of Godwalton, a single main road with numerous smaller roads 

leading to the hundred or so houses, mostly old but recently joined by the small estate.  While it 

had brought a small measure of prosperity to the area, the campaign to stop the development had 

been fought hard by some of the villagers who seemingly feared everything from an increase in 

traffic to the introduction of the Black Death.  Ultimately their battle had been in vain, the march 

of progress unstoppable even for their remote outlying area.   Many of those who moved to the 

village made an effort to integrate but there would always be those who regarded them as 

outsiders.  

Sam’s family had lived in the village long enough to be regarded as true villagers, the 

property modest but comfortable with a reasonable amount of land.  Her dad, Jack, worked as an 



 
architect in the city of Ledsall – a 40 minute journey by car, and her mum, Sue, ran an 

accounting company from the office built at the rear of the garden allowing the separation of 

family life from work.    

Her thoughts returned to her birthday and the party her parents had been organising.  Her only 

real concern was that they’d roped her nine year old brother, James, into helping with the 

preparations and she knew he wouldn’t be a willing participant.  More worryingly she had a 

feeling he’d probably pull one of his ‘famous’ stunts, ruining her birthday and probably injuring 

himself, or someone else, in the process.  Well, let him try it she thought, it was her birthday and 

she’d feel perfectly justified in pinning him to the ground, slapping him and then tying him to a 

tree for the duration. 

At three years her junior they had little in common, although it was an increasing source of 

irritation to Sam that he was now less than a head shorter than her.  Their fights – whether 

serious or playful - were getting tougher and she knew it wouldn’t be long until he’d overtaken 

her in height, something she considered extremely unfair given their age difference.  Though 

she’d never admit it she wished she’d taken after her dad rather than her mum in this respect.   

Anyway, she’d decided to just start fighting dirty and would make no apologies for it.  At one 

point she’d pondered spiking his drinks with something to stunt his growth, but had rejected this 

as a bit too drastic.  Besides, Google hadn’t turned up any reasonable options that were either 

within her budget or easily obtained.  Legality never crossed her mind. 

Her train of thought was interrupted by a stream of cold water raining down on her and when 

she looked up to find the cause of this outrage James was standing behind her grinning from ear 

to ear.  She watched as he tossed the bucket behind him and stood with a cocky smile on his face, 

hands behind his back. 

‘Why you little…..’ she started to say, but never finished as another stream of water, this time 

from a Galaxy Mega-Soak water gun, hit her squarely in the face, stinging with the pressure at 

such close range.  James stood and grinned at her again in that way only nine year olds seem able 

to pull off, mocking and encouraging at the same time.  As she was about to move he tossed a 

second water gun onto the grass next to her, cocking his head to one side in an annoying manner, 

tempting her to take the bait.   

She made no move for the weapon and continued to stare at him, an expression of irritation on 



 
her face, hoping to lull him into a false sense of security.  Darting forward she grabbed the gun, 

turned to face him and squeezed the trigger in one movement, hopeful more than expectant that 

she’d catch him off guard and would have her revenge.  She was hit again, full on and square in 

the forehead, her vision clouding as the water cascaded over her eyes.  She blinked hard to clear 

the water from them and it was only then the realization hit her, that the gun he’d given her was 

empty.   Stupid really she thought, she should have known. 

‘Come here shrimp!’ she shouted, half laughing, as she chased her brother down the garden to 

the hosepipe, their designated refill point.  Their only rule was no squirting while refilling, 

though rarely was this obeyed, the opportunity for easy pickings just too great to resist.  Giggling 

they spent the next half hour finding new and ingenious ways to evade and torture each other 

with cold water. 

They eventually collapsed onto the lawn, exhausted, sopping wet and full of exaggerated tales 

of who got the best shots, the most daring and the most acrobatic.  As they lay there drying in the 

heat, the tales got taller, the shots became more deadly and the insults more personal until they 

finally got up from the grass and started to walk back to the house, Sam in particular keen to do 

something with her hair.  

She slipped an arm around his shoulder and squeezed, perhaps a little harder than necessary  

‘Cheers bud’ she said as they made their way into the house 

‘Looked like you were being way too serious over there’ James replied. ‘Wouldn’t want you 

to get too up yourself now you’re almost a teenager’ 

‘Watch it’ she retorted ‘the law says I can beat you when I’m a teenager.  Children’s Act 

1973, Section 14, subparagraph 12, item 4.’ 

‘Oooooh’ said James sarcastically, ‘that’s scary.  Is that why you’re trying, and failing by the 

way, to crush my shoulder?’ 

They both dissolved into fits of giggles and Sam thought, as she did every year, that it had 

been one of the best summers ever, and that this particular year would be the definitive one of 

her childhood.   This was all the more poignant for her as she considered that tomorrow she 

ceased to be a child and would wake a teenager. 

As they reached the back door she turned and looked back down the garden, a shiver moving 

down her spine as a sudden flash of her dream resurfaced.  Her eyes moved from the garden to 



 
the sky, the swollen storm clouds moving in from the south occupying a fair proportion of the 

horizon, changing the wonderful blue sky a dark grey and filtering out the light of the sun.  There 

was a slight coolness in the air now, both refreshing and ominous at the same time.   Occasional 

white flashes lit the clouds and the distant low rumble of thunder reached her ears.  She usually 

liked thunder storms, the way it cleared the air, the strange warmth of the rain, the almost 

magical flowing of pure energy from the clouds to the ground.  On this occasion though she 

shuddered at the impending storm, uneasy but not understanding why. 

Sam headed to her room, collecting a towel from the bathroom on the way.  She watched the 

changing sky through the window, the clouds growing darker and more menacing before small 

droplets of water splashed against the clear pane.  They grew larger and started to beat against 

the window with force, small rivers of rain starting to run down the glass.  As she finished drying 

her hair and turned from the window something caught her eye, something dark in the garden, 

something out of place.  She put her hands on the windowsill and stared, watching for any sign 

of movement.  While the storm had made the garden overcast there was no black, no darkness 

that she could see.  She had the same feeling though, something…. 

She shook her head, wondering why she’d become obsessed with darkness.  It was a dream 

that was all.  Nothing like the thing she’d seen in her dream existed, it was something her mind 

had created, something that was the stuff of nightmares.  Nothing more, nothing less.  With one 

last look she turned round and walked back to the bathroom, folding the towel over the radiator 

and bending down to pick up the one James had clearly used and discarded on the floor.  She 

shook her head at his thoughtlessness and made her way downstairs.   

As she walked towards the kitchen she could hear her parents talking in hushed tones, but 

they stopped as soon as she reached the doorway.  Her mum looked up, and said ‘Hi Sam’.  

Clearly this was a conversation that wasn’t going to be continued in front of her for whatever 

reason.  Her dad said hello and immediately got up to switch the kettle on.   

‘Hi dad, good day at work?’ she asked 

‘Not too bad, you know, same old same old’ he replied before adding ‘been up to anything 

exciting today?’ 

‘Nope, just the usual.  Lazing around followed by a bit of extreme lazing and then to round it 

all off some more lazing.’ 



 
Her dad laughed ‘Alright for some.  I’ve been discussing apex designs and cladding.  Want to 

swap?’ 

‘Think I’ll give that a miss if it’s all the same’ Sam replied and smiled at him 

‘Yeah, doesn’t surprise me.   I don’t know, you teenagers have no get up and go’ 

‘Well, unless you’ve forgotten, I’m not a teenager until tomorrow so you’re wrong.   I have 

some at the moment, but no doubt I won’t tomorrow though.’ 

‘No doubt’ her mum laughed  

They sat at the table, the rain continuing to hammer down and the storm clouds creating the 

impression of an autumn evening rather than summer.  In the distance flashes of lightning could 

be seen making their way to ground and the low guttural rumblings of thunder were felt rather 

than heard within the house.  The lights flickered in time with the lightning as the storm took its 

effect on the power network, a common occurrence in the countryside. 

As the storm passed over, the sky started to clear back to a pale blue, light returning to the 

garden, a damp sheen covering the ground with the occasional puddle the only sign that the 

storm had ever existed.  They finished the last of dinner and Sam helped her parents clear away 

the dishes and wipe down the table while her brother carried on sitting, flicking through a 

catalogue and seemingly oblivious to the work going on around him, or at the very least 

unwilling to help.   

Sam moved the catalogue from under his nose to wipe the table, James staring at her with 

consternation.  ‘Oi, I was reading that’ he said  

‘Well, do it somewhere else if you’re going to be a lazy ass’ she responded 

James scowled at her, snatched the catalogue and disappeared into the lounge.  ‘Brothers’ she 

said and both parents chuckled.  ‘Don’t stress’ her mum said ‘there’s going to be plenty of things 

for him to help with tomorrow.’ 

‘I hope you’re going to share it round’ Sam replied 

‘Yes, around the three people who aren’t celebrating.  It’s your turn for a day off tomorrow’ 

‘That’d make a change’  

‘What are you trying to say, we’re slave drivers?’ 

‘No, wouldn’t dream of it’ Sam said with a wry smile on her face ‘I’m sure I can chip in 

though’ 



 
‘You won’t if you want some presents’ her dad intervened 

‘Okay you’ve twisted my arm.  Blackmailer!’ 

‘And I’ve been trained by the best, a very resourceful woman your mother’ he said before 

jumping as a swift flick of her mum’s tea towel acted as both punishment and threat of further 

retaliation 

Sam laughed, ‘You two – it’s like living in a sitcom sometimes’ 

‘Yep, Ross and Rachel that’s us two, pure and simple’ 

‘Who?’ Sam asked 

‘Ross and Rachel?  Friends?’ her dad responded 

‘Friends?’ 

‘I give up, now I just feel really old’ 

‘That’s okay’ her mum added ‘at least you feel how you look’ 

Her dad stood looking over his glasses before resigning himself to a clear defeat.   

‘Outnumbered’ he said and walked out of the kitchen, making his way into the lounge.  Sam 

and her mum turned to each other and both said ‘Men!’ before laughing. 



 
 

Chapter Two - Thirteen 

Sam woke with a start and immediately looked over at the clock on the bedside cabinet.  

Through bleary eyes the red digits swam into focus - 5:38.  Groaning, she slumped back on the 

pillow, stifled a yawn and placed her arm over her eyes as if that very action would enable her to 

drop instantly off to sleep.  

She had a vague recollection of a dream, but the details were hazy, just brief memories.  From 

the fragments she did remember there was light, beautiful and comforting, and then something 

else slowly obliterating the light but she hadn’t been able to see what it was.  The more she tried 

to grasp at the details the more they faded until she was left with an uneasy feeling that 

disappeared within a few minutes. 

As she lay in bed watching the red numbers change minute by minute she gave up any 

pretence at trying to sleep, and with a resigned sigh sat up before throwing the duvet off and 

getting out of bed.  Sam looked in the mirror on her dressing table, and searched for her 

hairbrush among the rubbish and trinkets that seemed to clutter her room, from cuddly toys to 

discarded CD’s with no cases, MP3 player and assorted makeup accessories.  She eventually 

found it under a pile of chunky necklaces that clattered noisily to the floor as she moved them.  

She looked at the door and listened, trying to ascertain if she’d woken anyone else before picking 

up the brush and slowly running it through her hair, confident everyone else was still asleep.   

Her reflection stared back as she slowly brushed, and she cast an eye over the image in front 

of her.  She considered herself ordinary, average, and was mildly disappointed this hadn’t 

changed overnight, at the right height for her age with long brown hair she didn’t think herself 

particularly attractive - she would certainly never be a catwalk model – but at least she had two 

features that people commented on, a smile that lit her entire face and eyes that were the lightest 

shade of green.   

If asked to describe herself she’d probably use the cliché ‘the girl next door’.  Not that anyone 

usually cared to ask though, she tended to blend into the background a lot of the time which was 

fine with her as she didn’t crave attention and tended to embarrass easily.  She knew she wasn’t 



 
special in any particular way although her mum constantly assured her of the contrary, likening 

Sam to her favourite childhood story ‘The Ugly Duckling’.  Sam knew it was unlikely she’d 

change into the metaphorical swan, and wasn’t convinced it would make her happier even if she 

did. 

At least she had fairly good skin she consoled herself, the only blemish the small white 

birthmark on her shoulder that resembled a crescent moon with a brighter, almost yellow circle 

in the middle.  Her parents had been advised it would fade over time and was nothing to worry 

about, but it hadn’t.  It didn’t bother her though, it made her unique, not that anyone outside her 

family and best friend knew about it. 

As she finished brushing her hair the bedside lamp seemed to flicker rapidly, and the effect 

created strange, almost hypnotic pulses of light in the mirror.  From where she was standing it 

looked like her eyes had small white streaks moving within them which she found quite 

entrancing.   Within seconds the effect had disappeared as the power stabilised but she was 

convinced that for a fraction of a second afterwards her eyes had still shone with this strange 

light.  She shook her head – over-active imagination again. 

Thirteen!  She became quite excited at the thought and the day ahead.  How much would 

change now she was a teenager?  Would boys suddenly find her interesting?  Would she care if 

they did or didn’t?  Would her parents treat her differently?  After all she was nearly an adult 

now and while they didn’t treat her like a child as such she wondered what additional benefits 

the seemingly huge leap in age would bring, if any.   

She got up from the dressing table and wandered over to the window, drawing the curtains 

back and looking into the garden.  The day was already bright, the sun starting its slow ascent 

and changing the dull lifeless garden into one of light and shadows.  It looked like it was going to 

be another fine day; all signs of the storm that had raged during the night were gone, only a few 

patches of dampness remained on the patio that would be quickly burnt off by the sun. 

For some reason her eyes were drawn to the hedge at the far end and she stared hard.  She 

couldn’t quite put her finger on why, but she had a feeling something wasn’t right, that 

something was missing.  She scanned the garden, from the office at the bottom to the beech tree 

she’d been sitting under yesterday - her eyes moving from the trunk up to the branches.  Nothing.   

Despite looking around the garden she couldn’t quite work out why she was so concerned.     



 
Then it hit her - birds, or the complete absence of them.   The garden was shrouded in silence, 

not a hint of bird song at all, and that just wasn’t normal for the time of year, in fact it felt more 

like deep winter.  She opened the window and listened, hearing the sound of birdsong in other, 

more distant gardens in the village, but nothing in hers or the neighbouring ones.  Weird.   

As she was about to close the window she saw something in the tree, the slightest movement 

caught in the very corner of her vision.  She looked up towards the shadowy canopy, seeing 

nothing but darkness within the dense matting of wood.  She’d felt sure something had moved 

within the branches and stared intently at the area, thinking perhaps a squirrel had made its home 

in the tree, or that one of the absent birds had suddenly decided the garden was too quiet and was 

going to rectify the problem.   

There was definitely something there, she was sure of it.  At the very heart of the shadows in 

the very densest part of the tree, as if something was moving in the darkness, not in the way a cat 

or bird moves but more…. squirming?  Rippling maybe?  A shudder ran up her spine as she 

recalled the dream in the garden yesterday and she strained to see further, but the more she 

concentrated the more she failed to see anything.  After a few minutes she closed the window 

and returned to her bed, convinced that the early morning and her imagination were getting the 

better of her.  She picked up one of the books from her bedside cabinet and started to read to pass 

some time. 

It was just past seven when she heard other members of the family moving around, the 

morning ritual of bathroom visits, the opening and closing of doors and the soft padding of feet 

across the landing.  She waited a few minutes before slipping on her dressing gown and made her 

way downstairs.  The hallway and lounge had been transformed by her parents into a vista of 

balloons, banners and streamers while she slept, all of them printed with her age.  As she walked 

through the hall she could smell cooking bacon and she inhaled deeply, her mouth-watering in 

anticipation of breakfast, the smell growing stronger as she walked into the kitchen.  

‘Morning Sam, happy birthday’ said her dad as he busied himself at the stove, pans of 

cooking sausages, bacon and eggs covering every available hotplate ‘thought you might like a 

good old English for breakfast’ 

‘Mouth is watering already’ she replied looking longingly at the pile of presents on the table, 

each wrapped in bright paper and of varying sizes.  ‘Is everyone else up?’ 



 
‘They’ll be down in a minute’ her dad replied, ‘don’t worry, you won’t have to wait too long 

to get your hands on them’.  He grinned at her and held his arms out, Sam immediately moving 

over and giving him a hug.   

Sam’s relationship with her dad had always been close, probably because he’d spent a large 

amount of her younger life working.  She didn’t blame him for that, he was trying to build a 

career to safeguard their futures, but it meant she’d craved his attention when he was around.  

He’d always been the one she went to when she fell over or was upset and this had no doubt 

caused some resentment from her mum, although it was kept well hidden if that was the case, at 

least from her.  Their relationship had started to change though as the older she got the less she 

could discuss with him, and her mum had taken over the role of confidant, especially when it 

came to more personal matters which fell well outside the boundaries of a father-daughter 

relationship. 

After a few minutes of idle chatter her mum appeared, closely followed by James who’d 

clearly been woken against his will to come downstairs.  Birthday greetings were exchanged, and 

James pointed at her chin and laughed.  She looked at him, about to ask what was so funny but 

before she could speak he pointed at her chin again and just said ‘Teenager.  Spotty already’ 

He was immediately reprimanded and forced to apologise, but this didn’t stop Sam rushing to 

the bathroom to check, searching in vain for the non-existent pimple on her chin.  When she 

eventually returned her mum looked at her through misty eyes ‘You look so grown up all of a 

sudden, what happened to my baby! She’s growing up so quickly’ 

‘I’ll always be your baby mum’ she replied giving her a hug before pulling away a few 

seconds later 

‘Birthdays clearly agree with you’ her mum said ‘you’ve got a definite sparkle in those eyes 

this morning’  

Before anyone else could speak James suddenly leapt in front of Sam holding one of the 

presents ‘Me first’ he shouted at her, the room in general and anyone else who cared to listen. 

Sam took the present and started to tear the paper off, a few seconds later she’d reduced the 

perfectly wrapped present to a small blue box covered in what felt like velvet.  She eased the box 

open carefully, lifting out a beautiful gold locket, the front engraved with a swirling pattern and 

the back having the message ‘To Sam, Happy 13th, Love James’.    



 
‘Happy Birthday’ said James enthusiastically, ‘You can open the locket!’  

Sam carefully released the catch and the locket popped open slightly, allowing her to open it 

fully with one of her nails.  The left side contained a family picture, clearly taken at some point 

on a day out, everyone smiling and laughing.  The facing side contained a photo of James and 

Sam out in the garden yesterday.  She hadn’t seen anyone out with them, but the garden was 

large enough that you’d be able to comfortably hide away without being noticed, and they’d been 

distracted with their water fight anyway.    

‘It’s beautiful’ she said to James and slipped it round her neck, before giving him a hug, their 

altercation earlier all but forgotten. 

Sam’s parents gave her a larger present and wished her a happy birthday again.  She ripped 

the paper off, let out a small whoop of joy and hugged them both tightly.  She’d asked them for a 

laptop, usually an expensive present for a birthday, but since this was ‘a special one’ her parents 

had relented.  It also helped that she’d managed to convince them of its educational value and 

despite their initial reservations they’d come round.  

‘Uncle Pete set it all up for you’ said her mum, ‘you know your dad and I are useless with 

computers so we asked him to do it for you, it should be ready for you to use.  Apparently it’s a 

netbook?  It’s smaller than a laptop but powerful enough for what you want to do.  Well, that’s 

what Uncle Pete said anyway.’ 

‘Yep’ added her dad ‘any issues with it and you know who to ask.  Not me in case you were 

wondering.  Anyway talking about ready to use, this bacon is going to disintegrate if we don’t 

eat it soon – it’s already half cremated!’ 

‘That’s ok dad it’ll be just like your BBQ food’ retorted James and laughed. 

They all sat at the table, laughing, remembering events from the past few years and eating 

heartily until the entire pile of food was gone.  

With breakfast finished her parents busied themselves clearing away the dishes and tidying 

the kitchen.  Sam turned her attention to the remaining presents that had been moved onto the 

sideboard.  ‘Can I open the rest?’ she said to her mum.   

‘Yes, they’re yours you know!’ her mum replied ‘Most of them were sent over by people who 

couldn’t make it today’. 

She looked at the card on the first present – Aunt Claudie.   She poked it cautiously with one 



 
finger but already knew what it would be.  James leant over and whispered in her ear ‘bet it’s a 

hat, scarf and glove set’ and  Sam whispered back ‘Really?  What makes you think that?’.  Aunt 

Claudie always sent them the same present every year, hand knitted in various shades of almost, 

but not quite nice colours.  Sam tore the paper off and looked at this year’s burgundy and orange 

set, carefully embroided with ‘13’ as though her aunt believed Sam might forget how old she 

was and needed a constant reminder.  Still, it meant that Aunt Claudie had to send another set 

next year.    

Sam laid the items to one side as James stood by sniggering.  ‘I wouldn’t get too carried away 

James’ she said ‘it’s your birthday next, do you remember what she did when I was ten?  The 

one’s with strawberries on?’ She smiled as the smirk faded from his face to be replaced by a 

concerned expression. 

She picked up the second present and turned the label over ‘Dad, there’s a present here from 

Simon.  Is that your boss Simon?’ 

‘Yes, he gave it me yesterday.  Nice of him to think of you really.  Not sure what it is though, 

knowing Simon something practical no doubt’ 

‘It feels like a book’ 

‘Yes, so I’d be worried if I were you’ 

She opened the present and started giggling, whispering something to James who was also 

laughing.  Her parents walked over to see what was so funny, her dad shook his head and joined 

in the laughter ‘you can tell Simon doesn’t have kids or a wife’ he said, ‘still, I’m sure the ‘Train 

to be an architect’ book will be very….. interesting’ and he started to walk back to the sink, 

wiping the tears from his eyes. 

‘Jack’ scolded her mum, ‘it’s a…, er,… wonderful and very…., er,…. thoughtful gift.  It’s 

important that children start thinking about their careers early on, though maybe not this early I 

have to admit.  You’ll eat your words if you end up constructing one of Sam’s designs.  Well, 

assuming she wants to be an architect.  Do you want to be an architect Sam?’ 

Sam just stared at her mum not knowing quite what to say.  The word 'erm' eventually came 

out. 

Her mum had clearly been dying to join in the laughter but perhaps felt it would set a bad 

example, but even she finally relented and started giggling. 



 
The final present was from Uncle Pete, a long standing family friend rather than a direct 

relation.  They didn’t see him that often, maybe once a month at most, although she knew her 

parents saw him more often, especially her dad who periodically went on what her mum 

described as ‘those nights’.   

‘Is Uncle Pete not coming today?’ she turned and asked her parents, surprised that he wasn’t 

giving her the present in person.   

‘Well, he was planning to, but then some important work meeting came up and he had to go 

down south.  He sent his apologies and dropped the present off a couple of days ago so you’d 

have it this morning.’ replied her mum.  

The present was quite heavy and didn’t rattle when she shook it gently, whatever was inside 

felt solid.  She un-wrapped it quickly and was surprised to find an ornate wooden box inlaid with 

pictures of the sun and moon in polished silver. She assumed at first glance it was a jewellery 

box, but it didn’t seem deep enough.  She instinctively knew it was old, she didn’t know why but 

it just felt it even though the lacquer shone as if it had been made that morning.   Lifting the 

bronze catch on the front she eased open the lid.   

Lying inside on a bed of the most beautiful white silk she’d ever seen was a silver object 

resembling a torch, the surface engraved with the same markings as the box.  She lifted the 

object out and held it, the metal feeling unusually warm as it nestled in her palm, not hot just 

pleasantly warm.  She was surprised at the weight of it which was far less than its appearance 

implied, and her eyes were drawn to the engravings; the sun and moon at the centre all linked 

together with lines and small circles.  

The object was about six inches long, one end slightly bulbous giving it the torch like 

appearance.  At the larger end was a small ovular shape raised slightly above the surface, 

completely flat and smooth.  There didn’t seem to be any glass or bulb at the end though, and the 

object seemed to be completely seamless, moving it around her hands she was unable to find any 

join, screws or other indication that it wasn’t made of a single piece of metal.  If it was a torch 

she had no idea where to put the batteries, never mind how it would produce any light.  And why 

would Uncle Pete give her a torch anyway? She searched the box for instructions but found 

none, and the ornate box didn’t bear any sort of name or manufacturers mark, nor did the object 

itself. 



 
As she moved it the light from the ceiling glinted in the engravings, giving the impression 

they were glowing, pulsing, as though the light was shining out from them rather than being 

reflected.  She touched the flat panel thinking it might be a switch but nothing happened. 

‘Er….dad. Do you have any idea what this is?’ she asked holding it out for him to see 

‘Looks like something Uncle Pete picked up from one of his far flung holidays.  Never seen 

anything like it before.  Looks a bit like a torch, but why he’d buy you a torch is beyond me.  

You’ll probably find it’s a Winglebonkle from the island of Dingletack’ her dad replied 

‘You just made that up didn’t you?’ 

‘Yes.  You’ll have to ask him next time you see him’   

‘Pretty though’ her mother added, ‘perhaps it’s an ornament?’ 

‘Well, it’s just a bit weird if you ask me’ snorted James 

Sam placed the object back in the box and closed the lid, placing it carefully on the sideboard.  

James picked up the box and started to fumble with the catch.  ‘Hey’ said Sam ‘that’s mine’.   

‘I’m just looking’ retorted James 

‘Funny ‘cause I always thought you looked with your eyes’ 

‘Can I have a look or what?’ he asked 

‘Yes’  

‘It won’t open’ said James fumbling with the catch 

‘It’s not difficult pea-brain’ she retorted ‘just lift the catch’ 

‘I am its not opening’  

She took the box from James and slid the catch straight up ‘See, not exactly rocket science 

that was it?’ she mocked before handing it back to him 

‘Can I take it out?’ asked James 

‘Yes, just be careful, for all we know it’s an explosive device.’ 

‘Why would Uncle Pete give you an explosive device?’  

‘Brother Extermination’ she proclaimed, shooting her head forward and shouting ‘Boom!’ in 

his face. 

‘Lame’ James said staring straight into her eyes, but he was well aware he’d nearly dropped 

the box. 

He reached in and picked up the object ‘It’s like ice’ he said.  Within a few seconds he’d 



 
replaced it in the silk ‘that’s really, really cold’ he said.  Sam looked quizzically at him and lifted 

the object out, it felt warm to her – pleasantly warm, like the warmth of a nice summer’s day or a 

snuggly jumper in winter, she could almost feel the warmth extending up her arm the longer she 

held it.  She turned it in her hand and watched the engravings pulse gently as though light was 

being drawn into them.   

‘It feels warm to me’ she said and handed it back to him.   As she passed it over the light 

seemed to fade, obviously James was further from whatever light source was being reflected than 

she’d been.   Again within a few seconds he’d passed it back.  ‘No, it’s ice cold.  Ice cold like 

painful ice cold.’ 

Sam took it back, the same warmth spreading through her hand, light appearing to spread 

across the engravings again, almost imperceptibly starting in the sun symbol and then working 

out to the rest of the pattern.  Weird.  Mesmerising, but weird. The mail dropped onto the 

doormat but before she could move James had bolted for the door, collecting the mail as he ran 

past and shouting over his shoulder that she’d have to fight him for her cards. 

Sam placed the object back in the box and closed the lid.  She thought she heard a barely 

audible click as though the box were locking itself, but that was silly, it only had a catch, there 

wasn’t any sort of lock on it.  She was taunted again by James and with one last look at the box 

she started after her brother, the pair of them running through the entire house until she had him 

pinned down on the staircase and a stack of cards in her grasp. 

‘Stop fighting you two.  James you need to help with the preparations’ her mum called 

through, ‘Sam, you can relax for a while before you get ready.  You’ve got a few hours until 

everyone arrives.’   

James made a quick grab for the cards but Sam moved them out of his reach before getting off 

him, and almost as an afterthought slapped him on the head with them.  Laughing, she made her 

way to her room leaving him to rub the shoulder that had been pushed into the stair tread before 

he sullenly headed downstairs.



 
 

Chapter Three - Portents 

The party passed in a blur for Sam, with friends and family arriving every few minutes until 

the garden was brimming with guests, the weather thankfully staying fine and warm for the BBQ 

her parent’s had decided on for her birthday party.  The guests ate, drank and danced the 

afternoon away, young and old alike joined in the party games and dancing.  Even Auntie Beryl, 

who’d consumed perhaps more sherry than wise, was seen bouncing down the garden on a space 

hopper chasing after Uncle Percy, much to the amusement of everyone there.   

Sam’s dad videoed the whole event, proudly proclaiming he’d be two hundred and fifty quid 

richer thanks to You’ve Been Framed, and if only Auntie Beryl would fall off it would be a dead 

cert for video of the week.  Sadly his luck was out, the only person who would fall off that 

afternoon would be him and much to his disgust no-one was recording at the time. 

After the food had been eaten her mum disappeared inside, returning moments later with a 

birthday cake she’d made and decorated in the shape of a laptop, identical in every detail to the 

one Sam had received for her birthday.  The screen displayed the message ‘Happy 13th Birthday 

Sam’ and as she blew the candles out everyone gathered round to sing ‘Happy Birthday’ with the 

exception of James who sang a slightly modified, ruder version that got him a good talking to 

later in the day. 

By late-afternoon people were starting to drift away, thanking Sam’s parents and wishing her 

a happy birthday before making their way home.   When only a few guests were left the party 

became more informal with everyone sat around the picnic table in the garden chatting happily 

about anything from the weather,  the latest news from around the world and the impending start 

of the new school term.  Sam sat with her best friend, Alex, a little further back than the main 

group, he’d likely be there after the other guests had left and they joked together and gossiped 

about the events of the afternoon – from the worst ‘dad dancers’ to the various methods they’d 

witnessed of making the BBQ food more appealing or edible, a conversation that she knew her 

dad was trying desperately to listen in on. 

As Sam showed him the gifts she’d received he paid particular attention to the netbook, 



 
clearly attempting to access various inappropriate sites before she finally grappled the computer 

from him, gave him a stern look and closed the lid.   

She reached over and picked up the ornate box and handed it to him and watched as Alex 

tried to open it, but as James had discovered it was tricky to get the right action to release the 

catch.  Once again it opened immediately for Sam and she was convinced this time she’d heard 

the same soft click.  ‘There’s clearly a knack to opening this box which I have, well, either that 

or it could be you boys are a bit dim’ she said to Alex.  Sam handed him the silver object which 

he took and almost immediately dropped. Sam caught it in mid-air, the reflection from the sun 

filling the engravings with bright light.   

‘Careful clumsy’ she chided, but as she looked over at Alex she noticed the strange 

expression on his face, shocked, ashen even.   

‘What’s wrong?’ she asked him 

‘It felt – I don’t know – weird’ he replied 

‘In what way, weird?  I don’t understand’ 

‘Cold.  Icy, like it was burning my skin’  

‘It’s not cold, It feels warm’ she replied and held it towards him again 

‘Think I’ll pass this time’ he said ‘what is it anyway?’ 

‘I don’t know.  I’ll ask Uncle Pete next time I see him, he was supposed to be here this 

afternoon, but something came up and he couldn’t make it, but it’s definitely something weird.   

James had the same reaction to it earlier.  Don’t you think it’s weird?’ 

‘Not as weird as you’ chuckled Alex 

‘If you weren’t my best friend I think I’d have to punch you’  

‘Yeah, you and whose army?  And when has us being friends ever stopped you anyway?’ 

‘Blah blah’ she said, gesturing with her hands, ‘I can see your lips moving, I know you’re 

saying something, but all I’m hearing is blah blah’. 

They both dissolved into fits of giggles causing the others at the table to look round.  They’d 

been firm friends for several years; out of necessity more than anything at the start, neither of 

them particularly popular at school.  What had started as mutual friendship based on the need to 

have someone to talk to had grown into one built on respect, trust and admiration, neither of 

them feeling they were missing out by not having a larger circle of friends, and shunning the 



 
inevitable clicks of school life.   

Over time they’d become close to the point where they could finish each other’s sentences 

and knew instinctively what the other was thinking, when they wanted to talk and when they 

wanted to be left alone.  They shared their inner most feelings, worries and concerns with each 

other, always aware, despite the vulnerable position this could leave them in, neither would ever 

betray the other.   

Sam teased him periodically about his shortness and he would often look at her with what she 

called ‘puppy eyes’, all soft and gooey.  He believed this had some sort of effect on her but was 

mistaken, the puppy eyes merely amused her.  With his sandy coloured hair she likened him to a 

human Labrador, but his eyes seemed to be tainted with a sadness and wise-ness beyond that of 

his age. 

Alex lived with his mother on the other side of the village; his father had left when he was 

five but despite this his mum had strived to make a better life for them.  She’d done well 

considering they’d been left with no money or support but with stubborn determination had 

started her own cleaning business which was steadily growing year on year.  She now had 

contracts with numerous local households (especially those on the new estate who commuted 

into Ledsall) to small businesses in the surrounding areas.  The work was hard but the rewards 

were starting to come through and she was contemplating hiring an employee to allow her to 

grow the business further. 

Over the next few hours the remaining guests left leaving Sam, James, Alex and her parents.  

It wasn’t long before her parents made their excuses and returned inside, making sure James 

followed to allow Alex and Sam some time alone.  They sat in the still warm evening enjoying 

the breeze that was rolling gently across the garden, providing a welcome relief to the heat of the 

day.  The wind caused Sam’s hair to wisp across her face and she reached up brushing it to one 

side, conscious of Alex watching her, but he quickly looked down and busied himself with a 

small speck of dust as she looked directly at him 

Alex reached into his pocket and pulled out a small package, ‘Happy Birthday’ he said and 

hugged her.  ‘I didn’t want to give it you in front of everyone else.’ 

‘Alex, I didn’t expect anything from you, you know that, being your friend is present enough’.  

Alex blushed and stared at his shoes, something he did when he was embarrassed, which was 



 
frequently. 

Sam opened the package carefully; the small white box contained a black polished and 

decorated stone about an inch in diameter attached to a silver chain.  It was the deepest black 

she’d ever seen and as she stared into it she could almost feel the blackness going on forever.  

The stone had been mounted on a metal plate just slightly larger than the black gem and had the 

message ‘Sam, The Best’ on the back.  

‘Did you make this?’ inquired Sam 

Alex looked a little embarrassed, ‘Yeah, well, no.  Sorry, I wanted to give you something 

personal.  I mean, obviously I didn’t make the stone, but I polished it up and mounted it.  I used 

one of mum’s old necklaces to put it on.  Sorry it’s second hand.’ 

‘It’s fantastic’ she said reaching behind her neck, unfastening the necklace James had given 

her and replacing it with Alex’s.  ‘Suit me?’  

‘Looks brilliant’ Alex said ‘but really I won’t be offended if it sits in your jewellery box, you 

don’t have to wear it if you don’t like it.  I know James bought you a much nicer one.’ 

‘I know I don’t have to wear it’ she replied, ‘but I want to wear it, it really is one of the nicest 

things I’ve ever been given, and more so because you took the time and effort to make it for me.  

Not to mention, at least I know what this is, unlike Uncle Pete’s present!  Thank you, it really is 

special.’  She hugged him, determined to leave him in no doubt that she meant what she’d said. 

‘So old one, feel any different?’ Alex asked looking up at her, clearly attempting to change 

the subject. 

‘Er, I believe you’re precisely 12 days older than me’ she retorted ‘so if anyone is the ‘old 

one’ it’s you, but in answer to your question, disappointingly no.  It’s not like I can do anything 

that I couldn’t do yesterday, and now I’m also tagged with the ‘teenager’ label so people will no 

doubt expect me to cause trouble, throw strop-ons and generally mope around’ 

‘Just like any other day for you then.  And don’t get stroppy with me.  Geez, you teenage girls 

are all the same’ grinned Alex, knowing this would be exactly the sort of statement to wind her 

up.  Refusing to rise to the bait she just pulled a scowl, pretended to mope and then grinned at 

him. 

She pulled the necklace out of her top and looked at it again, ‘It really is beautiful’ she said to 

him, but before he could answer Sam’s mother had appeared beside them. 



 
‘Alex, your mum wants to know if you’re going to grace her with your presence this 

evening?’  

‘S’pose’ he replied, ‘I’ll make my way back now.  Catch you tomorrow Sam?’ 

‘Betcha’  

He gave Sam and her mum a hug and headed out of the back gate towards home.  Sam’s mum 

pulled a chair out and sat with her.  ‘Have you had a good day?’  

‘It’s been fantastic mum, thanks for everything you’ve done; I know how hard you’ve worked 

to make it perfect’ 

‘Well, I wouldn’t go as far as perfect, especially the food, but that’s all we wanted.  Sam, if 

there’s anything you ever want to discuss with us, regardless of what it is, you know you can 

don’t you?’ 

‘Of course I do mum’ 

‘Good, right then, cleaning up calls!’ 

‘I’ll come and help’ 

‘On your birthday? I don’t think so – you enjoy what’s left of it.  Anyway, we’ve roped James 

in and he isn’t too impressed as usual.  You know what he’s like, take your eyes off him for a 

second and he’ll be reading a magazine or doing something that isn’t helpful.  Sometimes that 

boy can ‘tidy’ and create more mess than we started with’   

She smiled at Sam before walking back up towards the house, looking back as she reached the 

door.  Sam suspected that while everyone else celebrated, her mum was silently mourning the 

passing of her childhood. 

Sam sat in the garden looking through the pile of presents, flicking through the various books 

and looking at the DVD’s, CD’s and assorted bits and pieces.  There seemed to be quite a few 

hair accessories for some strange reason – she was beginning to think people were subtly trying 

to tell her something about her hair!  She gathered them up in her arms, and returned through the 

kitchen where the tidying was just about finished, James still moaning about having to help as 

she walked past on the way to her room.  The scowl he threw her wasn’t lost but she just smiled 

back. 

She placed the presents on the dressing table, selected one of the new CD’s and inserted it 

into the hi-fi before hitting play.  The room was suddenly filled with vibrant drum beats and 



 
guitar riffs and she quickly turned the volume down, glancing over at the clock as she did – 7:24.  

Perhaps a fitting end to the day would be a nice hot bath before hitting the sack, the early 

morning and the excitement of the day taking their toll on her.  She hadn’t realised how 

physically exhausted she was until now, the sun no doubt having some influence on how tired 

she was feeling. 

She walked into the bathroom and started to run the bath, reaching slowly into the stream of 

water to check the temperature before adjusting the cold tap slightly.  Once satisfied she poured a 

liberal amount of bubble bath into the running water, watching as the thick liquid instantly 

dissolved into a lather of bubbles before she returned to her room, collected her dressing gown 

and book and headed back to the bathroom. 

She checked the temperature again before turning the taps off and climbed into the bath with a 

sigh, closing her eyes, relishing the feel of the water on her skin and the feeling of warmth and 

security it spread through her.  She opened her eyes and glanced at the skylight, a lone white 

cloud moving slowly overhead and out of view.  Her eyes started to feel heavy and she closed 

them again, intending to relax for a few seconds before turning her attention to the book, but the 

warmth of the water and the peace of the bathroom soon encompassed her and she slowly started 

to drift off, her eyelids fluttering as she started to dream. 

She was standing in the centre of a large glass disc engraved with sun and moon symbols, all 

interconnected with lines and circles.  She was vaguely aware she’d seen these before, but 

couldn’t quite remember where.  Pulses of light seemed to move along the lines in waves, 

originating in the sun, travelling along the connecting lines and circles and returning to the 

moon before moving back into the sun with a bright pulse.  The cycle seemed to start again on its 

never ending and tireless journey, the light seemingly trapped within the etchings.  Sam watched 

the light pulsing, following as it made its way around the disc.  It was mesmerising and she 

relaxed as though the light itself conveyed peace and a sense of wellbeing.  She pulled her 

attention from the floor and glanced around the room where similar discs stood vertically with 

no obvious means of support. 

As she looked at each disc she noticed one of them was different to the others and she walked 

towards it, looking down periodically as though afraid the disc she was walking on would start 

to tip.   Where the other discs were emitting a pure white light this one seemed to be much 



 
weaker as though viewed from behind a veil, although no such covering was evident.  She 

examined the pattern on the disc more closely; it appeared the moon symbol had shifted, 

covering some of the sun and as she watched it seemed to be moving further over its surface.  

Surely a trick of the light?  No. It wasn’t her imagination; the moon seemed to be causing an 

eclipse and the longer she watched the more of the sun was covered.  She looked round the back 

of the disc but there didn’t seem to be any mechanical device moving it that she could see, just 

the same smooth glass.  As more of the sun was covered the light pulsing around the engravings 

grew dimmer and she had to stare hard to even detect it.   

Within a few seconds the moon had completely obscured the sun and a strange darkness was 

seeping into the engravings, filling them with what looked like crude oil.  The moon engraving 

had turned such a dark black that it was like looking into an abyss, no light able to penetrate.  

More worryingly it had stopped completely, the rippling black the only movement within the 

glass disc.  She looked at the other discs in the room, each now showing the same behaviour, and 

slowly each entered this strange eclipse state.  The light in the room was diminishing, each sun 

slowly being extinguished until the only disc emitting light was the one she was standing on.  The 

darkness of each disc was so complete that it almost appeared that the light in the surrounding 

area was being sucked away into the inky, pulsing blackness, but that surely wasn’t possible.   

She stood in the centre of the disc and looked down at the sun and moon.  The moon beneath 

her feet was now moving its way over the sun and Sam dropped to her knees, scrabbling at the 

moon, attempting to stop whatever mechanism was being used to move the symbols together, her 

fingers sliding across the smooth surface.  Her efforts were futile, with each passing second the 

room grew darker until finally the last of the light was extinguished. Sam didn’t remember ever 

being so devoid of light, anywhere so dark.   A barely audible voice came out of the silence and 

said just one word ‘Infinity’ closely followed by the sound of shattering glass, the noise shocking 

in its intensity and her mind screamed at her to get away.  

To where though?   Sam felt tiny shards of glass striking her skin from all sides, pinpricks 

peppered her arms and face making her flinch and she attempted to protect herself from the 

flying glass, instinctively throwing her arms up over her face to prevent any shards piercing her 

eyes.   She felt the disc beneath her vibrate and seconds later the sensation of falling.  She was 

only too aware that the disc didn’t seem to have any support, just a darkness beneath that 



 
appeared to have no end, and with that thought she fell into the void, the silence broken only by 

her screams. 

Sam sat bolt upright, the bath now substantially cooler.  How long had she been asleep?  The 

sky outside was a little darker, the sun starting to set.  Her mother was knocking  ‘You OK Sam, 

you haven’t fallen asleep in there have you?’ 

‘No mum, I’m just finished’ she said and quickly stepped out, retrieving the towel from the 

rail and starting to dry herself.  She looked at her hands and wasn’t surprised to find they were 

shaking.  Hanging the towel back up she reached down to pick up her gown, but as she slipped it 

on she noticed her birthmark was now an angry red as if she’d scolded herself, although the bath 

water wasn’t nearly hot enough to have produced that effect, and anyway no other part of her 

body showed similar signs.  She tied the gown, pulled the plug on the bath and went next door to 

her room closing the door behind her 

She slipped the gown off her shoulder to examine the mark, relieved to find it was now the 

same pale shade it had always been, only the very centre still looking a deeper shade than 

normal.  Night was starting to close in and she took a final look into the garden before closing 

the curtains and shutting out the remaining light of day, the room now illuminated only from the 

bedside light. 

She felt totally exhausted and slowly climbed beneath the duvet, turning off the bedside light.  

As she lay there she was suddenly aware of the darkness pressing around her and despite the 

glow from the clock she felt vulnerable.  She turned the bedside light back on before falling 

quickly into an uneasy sleep peppered by the same dream she’d had in the bath, always starting 

in the same place and always waking her at the same point, the fall into infinity.  

Several times during the night she woke, the pillow and duvet damp with her perspiration 

before settling back into the same tormented sleep.  She attempted to break the cycle by making 

sure she was fully awake, visiting the toilet or getting a drink but every time she fell asleep the 

dream returned and she woke the following morning feeling like she’d barely slept. 


