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BEFORE IT ALL STARTED

I've got to tell you about a bad dream. Only . . . it’s real
as well.

That’s okay — it didnt make sense to me, either, at
first.

When I was very little, I had this dream about a
crocodile coming down the railway track where we lived,
and chasing me round the back garden. (This was where
we lived before Dad left. Seb was still a baby.)

I'd wake up and shout for Mam and she'd come into
my room and say, ‘Shush, Malky, shush. You'll wake
Sebbie. It’s just a bad dream,” and shed sit on the side
of the bed and stroke my hair and sing the song that
went, ‘Let it be, let it be, let it be, let it be . . .

But the crocodile kept coming back.

Then Mam had the idea of buying me a stuffed toy
crocodile and giving it a funny name and we chose
Cuthbert. Nothing called Cuthbert could be scary, she
said.

So one night (I must have been about six) the crocodile

was there, back in our old garden, chasing me like before.
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[ stopped and pointed to it and said its name: ‘Cuthbert!’
In seconds, the beast in front of me turned into my
toy. I watched — there in the garden in my Star Wars
pyjamas — mesmerised, as the horny, scaly, knobbled skin
became the soft green fur of a cuddly toy; the yellow
razor teeth transformed to little white triangles of felt.
Everything about him shrank till he was a furry toy.

All in my dream.

When I woke up the next morning, Mam says, my
arm was slung round toy Cuthbert. The nightmares went
away shortly after that.

This was my first experience of controlling a dream,
and I kind of forgot all about it. Then the Dreaminator
came along, and Cuthbert came back and, well . . .

The next time I saw Cuthbert — the real Cuthbert,
not the toy one — was several years later when [ was with
Seb, and the crocodile flopped out of the boot of a car
belonging to one of the most evil men ever to have lived.

[ should have quit then. But I didn’.

I was somewhere bigger, more mysterious, and scarier
than anywhere on earth you could possibly dream of. I

guess youd call it Dreamland — and that’s where I lost

Seb.
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CHAPTER 1

This is my dream, I've been here before, and I'm furious
and scared.

Furious because this is not meant to be happening,
and scared because it 7s. It’'s Sebastian’s fault, of course.
Why does he keep doing this?

Even I could tell that things were getting better. Seb
and I hadnt fought in weeks. Mam was happy. I had
made friends at school. (Well, # friend, sort of, but
still . . . You'll meet her.) Dad had called for the first
time in ages.

I stand in the mouth of the cave, wondering what to
do. A massive seagull circles high above me in the cold
blue sky. In the distance, down by the shore, the same
pair of woolly mammoths as before munch lazily on the
same oversized birthday cake.

I tut and think: Why does Seb have to ruin everything?

I could just wake up. In fact, that’s exactly what I'm
going—

‘Oi, Dog-breath!’

I turn round to see my brother standing behind me,
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in the cool shade of the cave, wearing his green goalkeeper’s
top.

“What's going on? I snap at him. ‘I turned the
Dreaminators off.’

‘I know. Why did you do that?” he whines. ‘I turned
them on again cos I couldn’t fall asleep. My sleep rhythms
are out of sync with yours.”

My thleep rhythmth are out of thync with yourth. 1 know
it’s tricky to speak properly when youre missing three
front baby teeth, but he doesnt even try. Anyway, I'm
not going to write it out like that every time he says
something, so you'll just have to imagine that he speaks
like a dog’s squeaky toy.

‘Seb, man,’ I say, trying not to shout straight away,
‘it isn’t safe. There’s something not right and I think we
should . .

‘Not right with what?’

‘Not right with the Dreaminators. With . . . with
everything . .

‘Come on, Malky. You said we could. You promised"

I didn’t, actually, but he’s getting more whiny. I hate
it when he gets whiny.

‘Seb . . . I'm telling you, something is wrong.’

He’s not listening. “Where are the others?” he asks. I
shake my head. I am still thinking about stopping the
whole thing right there. Seb starts sniffing. “They’ve been

here. Not long gone, in fact.” He points to a fire smoking
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in a pit. The sharp wind outside the cave rattles the
bunches of seaweed, hanging in long strings like little
grey-green flags, that are drying by the cave mouth.

“They have gone to steal food,” I say, a bit grumpily.
“You know how it goes.’

One last dream together? A short one. No more after
that.

“What, without us?’ says Seb. “That’s not fair. Come
on, Malk. We'll just wake up if we need to.’

From somewhere — my conscious mind, wherever that
is right now? — drifts a warning. How did it go? Inside
your mind is bigger than the outside, Malky . . .

‘Malky!” shouts Seb. ‘Come 0000on!’

I give in. He’s right on one thing: we can wake up
and come out of the dream whenever we want. That bit
I can still control, at least. And the minute the crocodile
appears were out of here.

I have never made a bigger mistake.

‘All right,’ I say, quickly, before I can change my mind.
“We can catch them up. They won't have got further than
the lake. And promise me: when I say we quit, we quit,
okay?’

‘Promise,” says Seb. But I'm not sure he’s really

listening.
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CHAPTER 2

We set off at a trot, each of us clutching a spear with a
tip of sharp flint, and a thick wooden club with a fist-
sized rock securely tied on one end with strips of leather.

We get to the end of the beach — exactly like the real
beach where we live in Tynemouth (apart from the
mammoths, obviously) — and run up the hill until we're
staring out over the huge plain where, in maybe ten
thousand years’ time, there will be a wide road, and a
pub playing live music, and a housing estate of low-rise
flats. Now there isnt any of that. There isn't anything
made by humans — apart from an old-fashioned airship
that’s floating past in the sky above, shaped like a giant
goldfish. Don't ask me what it’s doing there. Dreams are
weird like that and, by now, I'm kind of used to it.

There is no sign of our friends, though.

I say, ‘Super-sprint. Dream-style. You up for it?’

Seb grins gappily, and in an instant we are sprinting
across the windy plain like a pair of Olympic runners
battling for the finish line. Side by side, weapons in hand,
I'm edging ahead of Seb, and then he pulls level as the
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Gravy Lake comes into view in the far distance. Then
he’s ahead of me. He remains ahead as we descend the
side of the shallow canyon where there is a green river
of minty custard (this is a dream, remember?) and we
hop across the exposed rocks and up the other side.

I let him get a good lead so that he will think he is
winning. Then itll be an easy matter to lengthen my
stride, judging it finely so that I can overtake him and
win at the last minute, but not humiliate him so that he
won't want to race again.

And so, as the Gravy Lake gets closer, and I can see
the shapes of our companions gathering on its shore, I
begin to exert myself a little more. I deliberately make
my strides stronger and longer . . . but still Seb is ahead
of me. I drop my weapons and pump my arms more,
thrusting my chin out, and run harder. And harder.

It’s happening again. My dream is not doing what I
tell it to do.

Whats wrong? I'm not gaining on Seb at all.

I have no idea exactly how fast we are running, but
the ground is whooshing past under my feet at a terrifying
rate and, however fast I go, Seb is managing to keep
ahead of me.

[t is not meant to happen like this. I don’t understand
it.

Kobi and the others are in full view now, and I cant

stop in time. I'm going so fast that I run right past them
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and into the shallows of the freezing-cold lake where the
watery school gravy finally stops me and I fall forward,
sinking under the surface before rising, gasping for air.
The others point at me and laugh, while Seb bounces
on his feet, arms raised in victory.

The cold of the gravy has shocked me.

Being beaten by Seb has shocked me more.

I'm still standing in the shallows of the brown lake,
and I look round at the group: there’s little Erin, old
Farook and, of course, Kobi the Cave Boy who looks
like he does in Seb’s book, which is cartoonish. He’s
basically a walking, talking drawing. He is wearing a fur
thing that only covers one shoulder and he has a club-
and-rock weapon like the one I just ditched. Looking at
his fur makes me feel even colder because 'm just wearing
my soaking pyjamas. I close my eyes and say, ‘Change
pyjamas to fur, and wait.

Nothing happens. I try again, but I'm already losing
confidence.

Seb hasn’t seen any of this: he’s a few metres away,
talking to the others. I call over to him and he saunters
back, all cocky after beating me in a running race.

“What's up, loser?” he says. “You not cold?’

‘Seb,’ I say, ‘it's going wrong again.’

“What do you mean, “again”?’ says Seb.

‘T've told you: the dream doesn’t always do as it’s told,

and it's happening much quicker now. Look! I point

10
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upwards. “Turn green!” The sky does not turn green. I
don’t want to scare him, though. Instead, I say, ‘Shall we
wake up now?’ It’s really the only safe option.

He wrinkles his nose and pouts. ‘I dont want to.
What's wrong with you? You said it yourself, Malky. We
haven’t got much time. I want to get to the bit when I
ride the mammuf, at least!

He’s in such a good mood, and he’s probably right.
Even if I cant direct things perfectly, we’ll both come
out of the dream cycle, anyway, waking up normally in
our beds at home, in about twenty minutes. I'll soon dry
out.

Relax, Malky! Itll be perfectly safe. Just like a normal
dream where weird stuff happens.

[ try to convince myself, I really do. I tell myself, Lez
it be . . .

‘Come on, Malky,” he says. “Were on a food raid,
remember? Just like in the book!

“Yeah, yeah,” I sigh. “You win.’

I move forward on to the lip of the low cliff, where
the lake tumbles over the rock in a massive waterfall, like
the drawing in the book. I release the big breath that I
took and scent the air, turning my head completely in
line with the horizon.

The smell is coming from where the sun is just
beginning to set, painting the Gravy Lake brownish-pink.

Someone is roasting meat. Mammoth? I turn back to the

11
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others and nod. ‘Meat,” I say. Kobi’s cartoon lips part in
a wide grin and he sticks out his tongue with pleasure.
He has no fear about what might come next. He never
does. Beside him, Erin stands up and holds her hand out
to old Farook who waves it away and gets to her feet
with a small grunt.

(Seb made up most of the names, by the way. Just
thought I'd say that. Erin is a kid in his class.)

Through the trees, there’s a huge rock and, a little
further, the faint glow of a fire.

Stealing meat from another tribe is a huge risk. In the
book, it’s all fine and happy-endy: the tribe gives us meat
because we're hungry, then Kobi gets to ride on a
mammoth. We've never actually got that far in the dream,
which is probably why Seb doesnt want to leave. He
really wants to ride that mammoth, and I can’t say I
blame him.

I crouch behind the rock and pick up a lump of dirt
and sniff it, recoiling at the foul smell of dog poo. ‘Dogs,’
I whisper, wiping it off my fingers. Even in the dark, I
see a flash of fear pass over Erin’s face. We all know about
the dogs. The other tribe travels with them. They can
talk to them, give them names and commands, just like
we do in real life. The dogs attack when told to. They
are terrifying, even in a dream.

Then from behind me I hear a sound: r-r-r-r-r-r-r-r-

r-r-r-r-r-r. | swallow and spin round: there it is. An old
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black-and-ginger hound with a grey muzzle. Its head is
held low, ready to pounce; its eyes flash amber in the
low sun. It lifts up one misshapen front paw, twisted
from some old injury, and growls again.

R-r-r-r-r-r-r. There is another one now, and another.
We turn . . . but they’re behind us too. The five of us
— me, Seb, Kobi, Erin and Farook — are blocked from
retreating.

Trapped.
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CHAPTER 3

We face the dogs, our backs to the tribe’s camp.

I hear a branch swish behind us, and a shadow is cast
by a flaming stick. We turn to see them standing there:
five men, lips parted, thick, stinking furs tied at their
waists, all bigger than us. Much bigger. The sort of big
that you only get in dreams.

Okay, now is probably a good time to wake up. 1 try to
catch Seb’s eye.

The nearest man whistles, and the dogs respond by
taking two paces towards us, growling louder. Beside me,
little Erin whimpers. Another whistle, and the dogs creep
forward, forcing us to retreat towards the biggest man.
Then he gives a command and the dogs stop. We are
the length of two people from them and the big man
grins and nods. Without turning his head, he says
something in his own language to the others and they
laugh and point their spears at us. One of them has a
short bow and arrow, and the leather string creaks as he
pulls it back.

The tall one takes three strides until he’s in front of

14
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me. His flaming stick smells of burning fat: a strip of
something is wrapped round the end and it spits as it
burns. He moves the flame close to me and I arch
backwards.

‘Seb,” I murmur. ‘Get ready to wake up. I don't like
this.’

[ stare back at the man. His big eyes, like the others’,
are almost black, topped with a single, dense bush of
eyebrow, and below his hooked nose is a tangled, square
moustache. He steps closer and moves the flame from
my feet to my head, then he reaches out his hand and I
try not to flinch as he runs it over my chest, then across
my chin. I hear myself squeaking with fear.

‘Seb. He’s just touched me. Lets get out of here!”

The man growls slowly and then says two words, in
English this time, that send a chill through me.

“Take them.’
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CHAPTER 4

The tall man’s companions murmur and nod. He
straightens up, lowering his flaming torch. Then his arm
darts out and grabs Seb roughly by the hair, making him
squeal, and in one quick movement he throws Seb,
staggering, towards his companions who grab him
roughly.

‘Hey, stop it!" cries Seb. His eyes meet mine and we
know what to do. “Wake up!” we both shout.

Only nothing happens.

‘No!” shouts Erin and takes a step towards the men,
but their spear points stop her in her tracks. The leader
says something to the dogs and they gather round him
without taking their amber eyes off us. Meanwhile, he
grabs Seb’s wrists and starts tying them together with a
rough rope made of vines. His big arm muscles flex
beneath his skin and I see a rough, smudged tattoo of a
swastika through the hair.

I'm properly scared now. “Wake up! we both shout
again.

The tall man bares his teeth and steps towards me,

16
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leaning close enough so that, when he laughs, I can smell
his stinking breath.

“Too late,” he says. “You didn’t listen to the warnings,
did you? Try it again, strange, modern pyjama-boy, ha
ha!’

“Wake up! I shout for the third time, then I do the
hold-my-breath thing, releasing the air after a few seconds
with a paaaah! right in his face.

He sniffs my breath then sneers, “Toothpaste, hm? Yet
youe still here. That’s reassuring. To me at any rate.
Welcome to my world — a vast dimension filled with
anything you can imagine. But unfortunately for you — /
can imagine too. He draws himself up to his full height
— enormous now — and addresses his companions. “Take
the little one away!”

‘No! Malky! Stop them! Wake me up!’

T can’t, Seb, I can’t! Do the breath thing! Wake up?’

Seb’s cheeks are bulging, but then I have to look away
as the dog with the damaged leg lurches unsteadily
towards me and I have no choice but to run.

This is just a dream, 1 keep telling myself. What's the
worst that can happen? Seb will wake up naturally soon.

I run through the line of trees, pursued by the dog,
my chest aching with fear and breathlessness, until I reach
the clifftop and I turn round to see the huge grey-muzzled
beast hurtling towards me. Below me is . . .

Nothing at all.

17
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Not sea, not rocks, not a canyon, not even something
silly and dreamlike, like a trampoline or a big pile of
autumn leaves: just an endless, grey, fuzzy emptiness like
a television that is not tuned in to a channel. It is as
though Dreamland has just given up trying. As I look
back, the dog is in the air, its front paws stretched out,
and they hit me — oof! — straight in the chest, sending
us both tumbling into the greyness.

[ start to shiver: a small trembling that becomes a
shake. My teeth are chattering and my whole body begins
to twitch in huge convulsions; my stomach starts to spasm
and I feel as though I'm going to throw up, and I grip
the sides of the white toilet bowl and up it comes.

And again.

And again.

And I don’t know how long I'm there, on the bathroom
floor, resting my head against the cool porcelain, in my
still-damp pyjamas.

My breathing returns to normal. I spit the last of the
puke into the bowl and flush, then spin round in fright
in case a crocodile comes through the door like it once
had.

But no. I'm not dreaming. I punch the wall.

Ow.

I'm in my bathroom at home. I jump and try to float
downwards to the floor, but land with the usual force. I

am awake.

18
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[ am not . . .

. . . definitely not . . .

dreaming]

I'm still shaking with fear, but everything is as it should
be. I manage a wobbly grin in the mirror, rinse my mouth
from the tap and head back to bed. I peel off my pyjamas
and throw them in the corner.

That'’s it! No more. Never, ever, ever again! That was
just horrible, and I'm furious with Seb for persuading
me, and with myself for giving in to him. It’s nearly time
to get up, anyway.

‘Seb?” T hiss, angrily, when I get back to our room.
‘Seb. Hey, Seb! Wake up?’

He lies there in the same green goalie top, twitching
his head from side to side occasionally, his face grey-blue
in the glow from the Dreaminators hanging above our
beds: the devices that I had switched off, but that Seb
switched back on again, once I was asleep.

Annoying little brothers do stuff like that.

‘Seb, man, stop messing about. Seb? Sebastian.
Sebastian! Wake up!’ I shake him roughly. ‘Seb! Seb’”

He doesn’t wake. It’s like he’s dead but still breathing.
I shake him some more — I even slap him.

Wake (slap) up (slap)”

My stomach flips over, and, if I hadn’t already thrown
up, I feel like I might do again. I grab him by both
shoulders, shaking him against his pillow. Nothing. I

19
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shout louder, I slap him harder — too hard, in fact. There’s
now the red mark of my fingers on his cheek.

T'm sorry, I'm sorry,’ I sob. ‘But just wake up!’

From across the landing comes Mam’s sleepy voice.
‘Boys? Malky? What's going on?’

[ sink to my bed and hold my head in my hands. I

can hear Mam coming,

What have I done?
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CHAPTER 5

Can you divorce your little brother?

Daft question, I know, but until fairly recently I really
wanted to. I didn't exactly think through the practical
side. I mean, it’s not like we could live in separate houses,
is it? I guess Seb could go and live with Dad and his
girlfriend and choke on her fruity perfume, but he'd only
wail, “That’s not fai7!” and cry, like he always does, and
somehow itwould end up being me living in Middlesbrough
with Dad and Melanie.

There’s a photo of us in a frame on the kitchen
windowsill, and I've got my arm round Seb’s shoulders.
We're in the old back garden. Once or twice Mam has
looked at it and said, “You used to be such good little
mates,” with a sad expression, and I usually try to be nice
to him after that, but he always — I mean always — spoils
it.

And then there was the time I hit him. Okay, okay . . .
bear with me. It wasnt my fault. Have you ever hit
someone? | mean properly, when you're angry? Say when

someone tries to grab the game controller from your
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hands when you're just about to reach the next level of
Street Warrior?

Take it from me: it’s very easy to hit someone with a
game controller a bit harder than you mean to.

That was not long after Mam and Dad split up, and
we had moved to the tiny house in Tynemouth. Mam
tried to make a thing of it, like adults do. “We're going
up in the world, boys!” she said, because Tynemouth’s a
bit posh compared with Byker, but I knew she was putting
it on. Moving from a house with my own bedroom to
having to share with a whingeing snot-ball isn’t my idea
of ‘going up in the world’” and, when I complained that
all my friends were staying in Byker, Mam said, ‘If they’re
real friends, they’ll come and see you, Malky.’

They never did. We don’t have a car and Mam wouldn’t
let me ride on the Metro on my own till I was ten, and
by that time I hadn’t seen Zack and Jordy and Ryan for
ages.

A new school then, nearly two kilometres from my
house, where the kids all talk differently, and they play
rugby instead of football in the autumn term. (I hate
rugby.) But I could have dealt with all of that.

Everyone — Mam, Valerie the school counsellor, Mrs
Farroukh — thinks that what they call my ‘issues” are all
because of Mam and Dad, and the move, but they're
not.

They're all down to Sebastian. If it hadn’t been for

2.2
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him, none of the bad things — the crocodile, the Stone
Age, Adolf Hitler — would have happened.

He would have woken up as normal.

And the Dreaminator? Okay, I'll grant you that. The
Dreaminator was my fault, but I'd have probably got
away with it if it hadnt been for him.

You'll understand when I explain — but to do that I'm
going to have to go back to when I found the Dreaminators,
and Seb and I first discovered Dreamland.

Just don't start being all judgy with me when I tell
you what I did, okay? Because I'll bet you've done stuff
that’s bad yourself. And everything is more complicated
when you have an annoying younger brother.

Just clearing that up before we start.
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