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Are you ready for an adventure beyond your wildest dreams? You are? Hold on a minute. You need to meet the characters first!
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CHAPTER 1

The Stranger in the Dream




‘Ten minutes! Come on, please – just another ten minutes!’

‘No!’

‘Oh … please! All right, then – five minutes. Just five more minutes!’

‘No, I told you already. It’s bedtime! There’s school tomorrow.’

‘Yeah, but there aren’t any really important lessons. Not in the morning anyway. Go on … just another five minutes.
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Pleeeeeeeeeease?’




‘Mum … no! I really need to get to bed.’

‘Oh, come on, Maya. You can sit up with me for another five minutes, surely?’

Maya Clayton stopped at the bottom of the stairs and huffed with frustration. Behind her, her mum sat cross-legged on the sofa cradling a mug of hot chocolate in both hands. Maya hesitated – it all looked very warm and inviting. But Maya had two very particular reasons why she didn’t want to sit up chatting to her mum.
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The first reason was an invisible force field of sadness that made the room much less inviting than it seemed at first glance. Looking past her mum, Maya could visualize it quite clearly, stirring the air like a chilly draught. It radiated out from an empty armchair next to the sofa. It was the chair where her father – Professor Dexter Clayton – would normally have been sitting, until the terrible accident six weeks ago.

The second reason why Maya Clayton was desperate to get to bed is harder to explain but all the more interesting for it. For dramatic reasons, we’re not going to tell you about it until later in the chapter, but it’s worth waiting for, we promise.

Maya’s eyes lingered on the vacant chair and her mum followed her gaze. ‘He’ll be back sitting there before you know it,’ she promised, though it was hard to tell who she was trying to convince. ‘I know you miss him. Come on – come and sit with me for a bit. It might help to talk about it, you know.’

Maya – who had taken a tentative step back into the room – hesitated. She didn’t want to talk. How could she possibly express all the things she was feeling right now? Some things are just too sad for words to do them justice.

Seeing her expression change, her mum back-pedalled: ‘OK, OK! No talking necessary. Look, we can just sit and watch telly.’ She clicked the remote.

Tinkly music immediately filled the room, along with a strident, nasal voice: ‘Hoo hoo! Evening, sleepyheads!’ Maya and her mum groaned in unison.

‘Worst advert EVER!’

warned Maya. ‘Quick – change channels!’ But in a frantic race to comply, her mum fumbled the remote, batting it upward and away, and it scuttled under the empty chair like a rat with stage fright.

The tinkly music continued, intending to sound soothing but actually sounding like the part in a horror film just before a clown jumps out at you. Then a man appeared on-screen, dressed in an old-fashioned nightgown and cap and holding a candle. ‘Bedtime!’ he exclaimed into the camera. ‘And when you think bedtime – think of Matt! That’s me – the owner of Matt’s Mattresses!’ He winked, prompting another joint groan from Maya and her mum. This advert seemed to be showing every time they turned on the TV and their hatred of it had become a running joke – a way of cheering themselves up during the bleak weeks as they readjusted to a house with only the two of them in it.

‘That’s a sign from the gods of bad telly,’ Maya told her mum decisively, beginning to turn away. ‘It is definitely bedtime.’

‘Hang on, I’ll change it!’ Slopping hot chocolate on her fingers, her mum shuffled over to the empty chair and began to search for the remote. ‘Give me literally eight seconds.’

Watching her, Maya felt a sudden pang of pity. She wasn’t the only person affected by the invisible sadness field, she thought to herself. This was tough on both of them. She hurried over and kneeled to give her mum a quick hug. ‘Thanks,’ she said, forcing a smile. ‘But I’m really heading to bed. I’m wiped out.’

‘It’s not normal, you know.’ Her mum smiled at her. ‘A twelve-year-old who wants to go to bed early.’

‘Yeah, well, remember what Dad always says?’ Maya replied, glancing once again at the empty armchair. ‘Who wants to be normal?’

‘Fair point,’ her mum agreed, breaking off the hug. ‘Sleep well. Sweet dreams.’

Maya, who’d been edging away, paused briefly at this. It flitted across her mind that maybe she should talk to her mum some more about the dream she’d had the previous night. But the man in the nightcap on TV was now burbling, ‘Matt’s Mattresses are the only mattresses with the revolutionary Flamewood Floaty Foam! Formulated by phenomenal physicists, Flamewood Floaty Foam is fashioned from the finest fibres. When you flop on to Flamewood Floaty Foam, you’ll feel fantastic!’ The irritating voice receded as Maya stumped up the stairs. Reaching the top, she ducked into the bathroom, cutting the man off mid spiel –
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‘Floaty Foam!

It’s famous!

It’s fashionable!

It’s f–’




by slamming the door firmly behind her.

The bathroom window looked out on to the Claytons’ garden, lit up with the brownish glow of a cloudy, late spring evening. As Maya gazed out of the window while brushing her teeth, a lone ray of sunlight escaped like a pointing finger to land on the large wooden workshop at the end of the garden. Maya released a mint-scented sigh. This long, low building with its cluttered workbenches was where she and her father had spent countless happy hours together. Professor Dexter would usually be busy with piles of paper or a laptop, sitting at his large desk beneath a lit-up neon sign. The sign consisted of six letters – his favourite letters in the entire language, the professor was fond of saying. They spelled out the simple words:
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What if?



‘The most important question you can ever ask,’ he would tell Maya.

He’d set one wall of the workshop aside as Maya’s special area. From right back when she was tiny, she had loved to draw. That was what had earned her the nickname used by her father and nobody else – Scribbles. When her teachers complained about exercise books filled with pages and pages of doodles, her father had stood up for her. ‘It’s just the way her brain works,’ he’d explained during one parents’ evening, ‘and we should never stop a brain from working.’ That very night, when they got home, he painted one wall of his workshop white, just for Scribbles, and designated it her Doodle Wall. She had spent hours covering it with fantastical landscapes and creatures: castles, unicorns, spaceships … Years of imagination filled the whitewashed planks, all in Maya’s thin, spidery style. Now, peering out of the bathroom window, she could dimly make out some of her doodles caught in the evening sunlight. She stared until her eyes prickled, wishing with all her heart that her father was sitting there as he always had done, beneath the sign reading WHAT IF?

Maya heard a loud purring from behind her and turned to see a large and extremely scruffy black cat sitting on the bathroom stool, regarding her calmly with wide green eyes.

‘I bet you miss him too, don’t you, Bin Bag?’ Maya asked the cat, scratching him behind one ear. She had come up with his name when she was small, for the very simple reason that if you scrumpled up a large black bin bag and placed bag and cat side by side, you’d be hard-pressed to tell the difference. No matter how much you groomed him, he always looked untidy and windswept, rather like the hair of a child wizard.

Bin Bag purred even more loudly and followed her into the bedroom, where she changed into her pyjamas and dived beneath her duvet with the grace of a greased penguin slipping beneath an ice floe. Her head was bepillowed and her eyes shut before her black T-shirt – which had been thrown into the air during pyjamarization – had drifted to rest on a nearby chair.

As her mum had quite correctly pointed out, it’s not often you find a twelve-year-old as keen to go to bed as Maya Clayton. But that particular night she had a very specific reason for wanting to get to sleep as soon as possible. It was all to do with the dream she’d had the previous night. A very vivid and extremely strange dream that had ended on a very intriguing and extremely annoying cliffhanger. And it had been all about her dad.

We’re about to take you nearly twenty-four hours back in time to examine this dream in more detail. But before we do that, there’s just one thing we need to clear up.


BORING DREAMS: Our promise to you

We are well aware that other people’s dreams are 99.9 per cent boring 99.2 per cent of the time. When someone says to you, ‘I had a really weird dream last night,’ the chances are it’s going to start something like: ‘I couldn’t find my socks, and I had to put socks on, but I couldn’t find them.’ Or: ‘There was this plant, right? And I had this really strong feeling that it was angry with me for some reason.’ At this point the only intelligent response is to stuff your fists over your ears and run away shouting, ‘Lalalalalalala, other people’s dreams are BORING, shut up, please.’

We are also aware that we have, in a very real sense, written an entire book that is largely about other people’s dreams.

And so, without further adoing, we’d like to introduce the Boring Dream Guarantee.

We hereby promise that none of the dreams in this book are boring ones, and none of them are about socks. Well, one of them is, but it’s a good one and the socks can talk.

If you find any of the dreams described in this book boring, please make a note of the page number, tie the note on to a cloud and blow it to the following address:

Boring Dream Complaint Department

The Sky

Thank you, and on with the story.

Love,

Gregulent and Christopherite


So, with that promise in mind, it’s time to leap backwards a few hours and have a peek into Maya’s dream from the previous night. So – grab your teddy, snuff out the candle (if you’re reading this in Victorian times) and let’s begin …
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Dream Log

Creator: Maya Clayton

12 May, 5.41 a.m.

Maya dreamed that she was walking down a long, brightly lit corridor in what she immediately recognized as the hospital where her father was being treated. But it wasn’t a part of the building she’d visited before. Plastic signs were suspended from the ceiling pointing off in different directions: X-RAY, DIAGNOSTICS, CANTEEN, BANANA LLAMA DEPARTMENT … Yes, you read that correctly. This is a dream, don’t forget. Some very odd things can crop up in dreams. Most hospitals don’t have a Banana Llama Department, but this one, apparently, did. Intrigued, Maya followed the arrow on the sign and pushed open a swing door that led into a large room with a spick-and-span reception desk just inside.

‘Hello,’ said the smartly dressed llama sitting behind the desk, without looking up. ‘Just pop them over there with the others, would you?’

Maya craned her neck to look beyond the llama, and saw that the rest of the room was almost filled by several large wooden crates with the words LLAMA BANANAS branded diagonally on to them. She coughed meekly. ‘Um, I’m sorry, but I don’t have any bananas for you,’ she said.

‘Well, why are you in here, then?’ replied the llama sharply, peering up at her over thin spectacles that were fastened round its long neck by a thin silver chain.
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‘I just wanted to have a look around,’ replied Maya.

‘Wait a moment,’ said the llama, reaching up with a hoof and snatching off its spectacles. ‘You’re not even a llama!’

‘O-oh …’ stuttered Maya. ‘Sorry, I … I didn’t realize it was llamas only.’

‘Of course it’s llamas only,’ said the llama officiously. Maya was starting to realize that it was one of those rather stern llamas with a little too much respect for rules and regulations. A real jobsworth, not to put too fine a point on it. ‘Llamas and bananas – it’s very simple,’ it continued, ‘and if you don’t leave immediately, I shall sound the alarm. The banana llama alarm.’

‘I’m very sorry,’ said Maya in her most llama-mollifying tone of voice. ‘I didn’t mean to alarm a llama, or alarm a banana llama. I mean –’

But it was too late. The llama reached out its hoof and firmly pressed an enormous yellow button that protruded from the very centre of the desk. At once, a hideously loud bleating filled the room, and violently yellow lights strobed on the walls and ceilings. Maya turned for the door and ran.

As she sprinted back towards the main passageway, the piercing bleating noise began to fade slightly. But before she could relax, Maya realized that it had been replaced by another, even more ominous sound. A heavy clopping noise, which seemed to be getting louder.

Being chased is one of the most frightening things that can happen in a dream. It gives you a weird buzzing sensation in your legs, right? Well, imagine Maya’s horror when she glanced over her shoulder to see an entire troupe of llamas galloping after her. Is troupe the right word? Well, anyway, it was a lot of llamas, neighing and mooing frantically as they stampeded towards her. And, yes, possibly those aren’t the exact noises that llamas make, but this is a dream, remember? Also it’s our book, so we can do what we like.
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Maya fled down corridor after corridor, with the uneasy feeling that the long, bare passageways were extending ahead of her like an unfolding telescope. She pelted round corners, skidding on the polished hospital floors, and gradually the bleating, NEIGHING and clopping subsided as the banana llama army was left behind. Maya looked around and suddenly realized she knew exactly where she was. She was in the same hospital corridor she had been in – awake – earlier that very same day. It was the hospital corridor where her dad was being kept. ‘I wonder if he’ll still be here?’ she wondered, aware on some level that this was a dream.

But if I’m asleep … thought Maya to herself, I wonder if he might be awake? Excitedly, she rushed to the last door on the left and threw it open.

Up until now, Maya’s dream had been fairly uninteresting. Yes, we know it had llamas in it and everything, but that’s fairly standard weird-dream stuff. It was when she stepped into her father’s hospital room that things got really strange.

When you encounter a familiar room within a dream, it’s often different in a subtle way that you don’t immediately notice. Over the past six weeks Maya had spent hours and hours in this room and she was familiar with every tiny part of it: the frosted-glass windows, the two uncomfortable plasticky yellow chairs in the corner by the wall-mounted TV, the stand that held the bags and tubes connected to the metal hospital bed, the peeping and bleeping machines that monitored her dad as he slept on and on, baffling the doctors.

Because that was what was wrong with Professor Dexter: he was fast asleep. According to all the doctors’ tests, he was completely healthy. He was just fast asleep, and couldn’t be woken up.

In Maya’s dream, the professor’s hospital room looked almost identical to the one she saw every day when she visited him – with two rather important differences. Firstly, the professor wasn’t in it. The bed was empty – the sheets and blankets neatly folded down and tucked in, hospital corners and everything. And the second difference was the complete stranger who was sitting on one of the chairs in the corner. It was a teenage boy that Maya had never seen before in her life.

He had scruffy orange hair and even scruffier and orangier shoes, propped up casually on the other plastic chair. Hair and shoes were all Maya could see to start with, because the boy was facing away from her watching the TV, which appeared to be showing a football match between two teams of penguins. This is all happening inside a dream, remember? ‘Er, hello?’ said Maya uncertainly.

The boy spoke without turning round. ‘About time, too. I’ve been waiting here for hours. And these penguins are really rubbish at football.’ As he spoke, one of the penguins tripped over the ball and skidded along the pitch on its tummy.

Maya was well aware that simply saying, ‘What?’ in reply to this would be very much the default response. But her dream-foggy brain was unable to think of anything more cutting. ‘What?’ she said faintly, looking again at the empty bed.

At this, the boy turned round. He had an expression on his face that his parents would probably have described as either impish or cheeky, while his teachers would have preferred the word infuriating or – in the privacy of the staff room – something rather ruder. It was the smug expression of a cat that had got the cream, but only if the cream in question was yours and the cat was drinking it in front of you while singing a mocking song about how delicious it was.

‘You must be Maya,’ said the boy, grinning. ‘Hello.’

‘Did you say you’d been waiting for me?’

‘Yeah,’ the boy confirmed, taking his legs off the second chair and kicking it round so she could sink down opposite him.

‘Waiting …

INSIDE my dream?’
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‘Yeah,’ he repeated, clearly relishing the feeling of being the one holding all the cards. ‘What’s with all the llamas?’

‘You … you saw them?’ Maya asked, nervously straining her ears for any faint clop or moo.

‘They galloped past the door earlier on, yeah,’ said the boy airily. ‘Mind you, dreams are strange places, right? Before I found yours, I wandered into your next-door neighbour’s by accident. He was dreaming about the North Pole, and it was freezing in there.’ He raised his tangerine eyebrows.

‘Sorry.’ Maya held up a hand. ‘Did you say you wandered into a dream?’

‘Well, yeah,’ said the boy. ‘Thanks to your dad, of course.’

Maya stared at him, dumbstruck. How could this strange boy, who had unexpectedly turned up in the middle of her own dream, possibly know about her dad’s research? Because Professor Dexter was, indeed, one of the world’s foremost experts on dreams. For weeks before his accident he’d been promising Maya that he had made a breakthrough and couldn’t wait to share it with her. But then there’d been that dreadful phone call. Maya frowned in her sleep as, even mid dream, the painful memory returned: her mum’s face shocked and confused as she spoke into the handset. ‘An accident? How? What happened? He’s unconscious?’

Maya felt like she’d been hit in the stomach with a giant sock stuffed with electric eels. ‘You know about my dad’s research?’ she asked quietly.

‘Yeah.’

Maya was beginning to feel that if this boy said ‘yeah’ one more time, she would actually reach over and do something rather painful to all the different parts of his face at the same time. She missed her dad so badly it felt like a part of her brain was missing – and, if this strange boy knew something, she wanted answers, not smart replies.

‘We’ve been

BEEP

to rescue him

BEEP BEEP.

Oh no, is that the time already?’ the boy continued.

‘To what?’ asked Maya desperately. ‘Rescue him? What’s happening?’ The boy, and the room around him, seemed to be slowly dissolving.

‘Your alarm – BEEP – your alarm’s going off BEEPITY BEEP. You’re waking up. I’ll come back tonight BEEP and explain everything.’
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As Maya watched, the boy’s face and the hospital room melted away into darkness, leaving only the beeping noise. Groaning, she reached out and hit the snooze button on her bedside clock with what was probably unnecessary force.

She opened her eyes to see Bin Bag curled up on the chair by her bed. He raised his head and peered at her. ‘Well, that was exceptionally annoying,’ she told the cat, who blinked slowly in reply.

‘Morning,’ said her mum brightly, poking her head round the door. ‘Sleep well? Any good dreams?’ It was the question that Maya’s dad used to ask her eagerly every morning, and the image of the empty hospital bed came sharply back to her, along with the very unexpected word that boy had used: rescue.

‘I dreamed about Dad’s hospital room,’ she said sleepily.

‘That’s probably because we’re going to visit him later,’ her mum replied.

‘He isn’t there, though,’ mumbled Maya, flecks of the dream still clustering round her head like brightly coloured mist.

‘What?’ said her mum, opening the door wider. ‘What do you mean, he’s not there?’

Maya sat up and shook her head. ‘Sorry, I was having a really bizarre dream. I think. Unless the house is full of llamas.’

‘Oh, sure. They’re all downstairs waiting for their breakfast. Why don’t you come and join them? Llamas love a scrambled egg.’

‘Actually, I think they prefer bananas,’ said Maya to herself as she swung her legs out of bed and began to hunt for her school uniform.
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CHAPTER 2

The sleeping professor




Maya Clayton was a daydreamer. Oh, sure, she was a night-dreamer as well, as we’ve just discovered. But she was also a big fan of slipping into her own world when she was awake. To help her do this, she would often pull the hood of her favourite coat right up round her head. It was a large, fluffy hood and when it was fully deployed it reduced the real world to a manageable circle. Inside, Maya could click off reality like a boring TV show and flick through her own imagination instead. It was much more entertaining and, since her dad’s accident, far more cheerful too.

As she walked to school, Maya was battling the constant sensation that she hadn’t properly woken up. Hood firmly raised against an unusually cold morning, she plodded along on autopilot, mind firmly elsewhere. The dream about the stranger in her dad’s hospital room had been so real, so vivid.
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Who WAS he?



She was convinced she’d never seen him in real life – his bright orange hair and that impish, mocking expression wouldn’t easily be forgotten. Was it even possible, Maya thought to herself as she trudged through the school gates, to dream about someone you’d never seen before? Surely dreams came out of your own brain. How on earth had this slightly annoying stranger got in there?

‘Hey, Maya!’

‘Morning!’

She swivelled her hood-periscope to see a group of her friends hanging around by the gates, but she simply waved vaguely and walked on. ‘Guess we’ll see you later, then?’ she heard one of them call after her, but she didn’t reply. Since her dad’s accident, Maya had been less and less talkative, and was spending less and less time with her friends. It was just so hard, dealing with all those concerned questions. Especially when there was no good news to impart. Having to tell them, ‘He’s still asleep. The doctors still don’t know what’s wrong. No, I don’t know if he’ll wake up,’ made it all far too real. It was easier to say nothing.

Maya skulked into the first lesson of the day – double geography – and slumped down at a desk in the back row, hood still raised like a barrier against the real world. It didn’t help that this was her least favourite subject, although, to be fair, it could have been a double art lesson – her favourite – followed by after-school pizza-and-chips-eating club and she’d still have been feeling rubbish. But she needed some time to think.

Once again, she reran in her head the day she’d found out about her dad’s accident. Once again, she saw her mum on the phone. ‘How did this happen? Where have they taken him? Do you think he’ll –’ At this point she had caught sight of Maya hovering anxiously in the kitchen doorway and rapidly switched whatever the end of that sentence was going to be to: ‘That is … do you think we’ll be able to visit him straight away?’ Maya had waited until the end of the call, knowing full well that the awful details that were pouring into her mum’s ear were about to be filtered and passed down to her with as much added positivity as possible.

‘There’s been an accident,’ her mum told her a few moments later, ‘but I really don’t want you to worry …’

Remembering that moment now, Maya snorted through her nose in frustration, making the pages of the geography textbook in front of her flutter. That Tuesday six weeks ago had undoubtedly been the worst day of her life – being told the professor’s equipment

had malfunctioned … [image: ]

that he wouldn’t wake up … [image: ]

that he’d be kept in hospital

while they ran tests.

Maya hardly noticed when the teacher bustled in and announced they’d be continuing their study of coastal erosion. He scanned the class, sighing slightly when he caught sight of Maya still buried inside her hood in the back row. She’d always been prone to disappearing off into her own world at times, but since her father’s accident it seemed she’d decided to relocate there permanently.

Maya tuned out as the lesson began. Even the teacher’s excited announcement,
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‘I’ve made up a RAP about wave-cut platforms!’




didn’t bring her back to reality. She felt like she was trying to put a jigsaw together in her head, but it was a thousand-piece puzzle and she had, at most, half of the pieces. And no corners or edges.

A professor studying dreams. An accident at the laboratory. He wouldn’t wake up. And now, talk of a rescue …

Suddenly Maya jerked upright, the hood falling away from her head. ‘Ah, I thought my rap might get your attention!’ said the teacher, delighted to have broken through. But Maya wasn’t looking at him. The classroom door was open and she had been gazing vacantly at the gaggle of latecomers trailing down the corridor. And among them she had caught a flash of bright orange shoes scuffing past.

Ignoring the teacher’s shout, Maya jumped to her feet and raced out of the classroom, elbowing her way into the throng and looking left and right for the ginger-haired boy from her dream, as students drained away round corners and into classrooms like bathwater down multiple plugholes.

At the end of the corridor Maya caught sight of the orange shoes again, disappearing round a bend, and pelted off in pursuit.

Skidding on the tiled floor, she grabbed the shoe-wearer by the shoulder and spun them round.

But the shocked face now confronting her was not that of the red-headed boy.
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It was a girl she recognized, one of the COOLEST in the whole school.




She was several years above Maya, liked by everyone and even captain of the football team.
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‘OY!’ she spat at Maya, in angry surprise. ‘What do you think you’re playing at?’

‘Sorry,’ Maya mumbled sheepishly. ‘I thought you were someone else.’ Pausing to ineffectually smooth down the lapels of the girl’s school blazer, she squeaked into a 180-degree turn and headed back towards her classroom.

‘Weirdo!’ the girl shot after her.

‘Thanks,’ replied Maya automatically. It was another habit she’d picked up from her dad. As someone who usually shambled about the place with a long stripy scarf wound round his neck, quite often muttering to himself, the professor got the odd remark like that too. And he always greeted them with warm gratitude.

‘If anyone ever calls you a weirdo, or an oddball, anything like that,’ he explained to Maya once, ‘they’re paying you a huge compliment. They’re telling you that you’re different from the rest of the herd, and that’s a truly wonderful thing to be.’

‘If you’ve quite finished your little walkabout,’ the geography teacher said sardonically when Maya shouldered her way back into the classroom, mumbling a brief apology and slumping at her desk, ‘we’ll continue, shall we?’

Maya reached a hand back over her head and pulled up the hood of her coat, attempting to shut the real world out once again as the teacher began to beatbox:
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‘I’m a wave-cut platform – YO,

what’s the COMMOTION?

It’s the sea on my rocks,

and that’s COASTAL EROSION.’




*

After school



























[image: ]








[image: ]






[image: ]
DREAM LOG

Creator: Maya Clayton

12 May, 10.18 p.m.
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HI THERE!

Did you enjoy The Great Dream Robbery? Those were some pretty epic dreams, weren’t they? Are your dreams as fantastic and full of action-packed adventures as Maya and the Dream Bandits’?

Well, this is your chance to tell us all about them in your very own dream log – just like the one Teddy and Bea use.

Fill in your log with all your weird and wonderful dreams, or you could even write your very own story about dreams featuring the characters! Maybe avoid Lilith’s dad, though – he’s a bit of a nightmare really, isn’t he?

Yours dreamily,

Greg and Chris
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