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1.

The Hero Wth A Thousand
Extra Lives

Johnny bit his Iip, and concentrated.
Right. Come in quick, let a mssile target itself- beep
beep beep beebeebeebeeb - on the first fighter, fire the



mssile - thwtnp - enpty the guns at the fighter -
fplatfplatfplatfplat - hit fighter No. 2 and take out its
shields with the laser - bwizzle - while the missile -
pwwsh - takes out fighter No. 1, dive, switch guns,

rake fighter No.3 as it turns fplatfplatfplat - pick up
fighter No. 2 in the sights again on the upcurve, let go
a mssile - thwnp - and rake it with -

Fwit fwit fwt.

Fighter No. 4! It always cane in last, but if you went
after it first the others would have tinme to turn and
you'd end up in the sights of three of them

He'd died six tines already. And it was only five
o' cl ock.

H s hands flew over the keyboard. Stars roared past
as he accelerated out of the nelee. It'd | eave hi mshort
of fuel, but by the time they caught up the shields
woul d be back and he'd be ready, and two of them

woul d al ready have taken danage, and . . . here they
cone . . . missiles away, wow, lucky hit on the first
one, die die die!, red fireball - swsssh - take shield |oss

whil e concentrating fire on the next one - swsssh - and

now the [ ast one was running, but he could outrun it,
hit the accelerator - ggrrRRRSSHHH - and just keep

it in his sights while he poured shot after shot into -
swssh.

An!

The huge bul k of their capital ship was in the corner
of the screen. Level 10, here we conme . . . careful
careful. . . there were no nore ships now, so all he had

to do was keep out of its range and then sweep in and
VW wish to tal k.

Johnny blinked at the message on the screen
W wish to tal k.

The ship roared by - eeeyO0OOwwwnn. He reached out
for the throttle key and sl owed hinsel f down, and then
turned and got the big red shape in his sights again.

W wish to tal k.

H s finger hovered on the Fire button. Then, wth-
out really |ooking, he noved it over to the keyboard.
and pressed Pause.

Then he read the manual

Only You Can Save Mankind, it said on the cover
"Full Sound and Graphics. The Utimte Gane.'

A ScreeWe heavy cruiser, it said on page 17, could
be taken out with seventy-six laser shots. Once you'd
cleared the fighter escort and found a handy spot where
the ScreeWe's guns couldn't get you, it was just a
matter of tine.

W wish to tal k.

Even with the Pause on, the nessage still flashed on
the screen.

There was nothing in the manual about mnessages.
Johnny riffled through the pages. It must be one of the
New Features the game was Packed Wth.

He put down the book, put his hands on the
keys and cautiously tapped out: Die, alein scun

No! W do not wish to die! We wish to talk!

It wasn't supposed to be like this, was it?

Wobbl er Johnson, who'd given himthe disc and



phot ocopi ed the nmanual on his dad's copier, had said
that once you'd conmpleted | evel 10 you got given an
extra 10,000 points and the Scroll of Val our and noved
on to the Arcturus Sector, where there were different
shi ps and nore of them

Johnny wanted the Scroll of Val our

Johnny fired the | aser one nore tine. Swsssh. He
didn't really know why. It was just because you had the
joystick and there was the Fire button and that was
what it was for.

After all, there wasn't a Don't Fire button

W Surrender! PLEASE!

He reached over and, very carefully, pressed the Save
Gane button. The conputer whined and clicked, and
then was silent.

He didn't play again the whole evening. He did his
horrewor k.

It was Geography. You had to col our in G eat
Britain and put a dot on the map of the world where
you thought it was.

The ScreeWe captain thunped her desk with one of
her forelegs.
" What ?'

The First Oficer swallowed, and tried to keep her
tail held at a respectful angle.

'He just vani shed again, ma'am' she said.

"But did he accept?

"No, ma'am'

The Captain drunmed the fingers of three hands on
the table. She | ooked slightly Iike a newt but mainly |ike
an alligator.

"But we didn't fire on him

"No, ma'am'

"And you sent ny nessage?

"Yes, ma am'

"And every tinme we've killed him he comes back

He caught up with Wobbler in Break

Wbbl er was the kind of boy who's always picked
| ast when you had to pick teans, although that was al
right at the nonment as the PE teacher didn't believe in
teans because they encouraged competition

He wobbled. It was gl andul ar, he said. He wobbl ed
especially when he ran. Bits of Wbbl er headed in
various directions; it was only on average that he was
running in any particular direction

But he was good at games. They just weren't the
ones that people thought you ought to be good at.
If ever there was an Inter-Schools First-One-To-
Br eak- The- Unbr eakabl e- Copy- Prot ecti on-on- Gal acti c-
Thrusters, Whbbler wouldn't just be in the team he'd
be picking the team

' Yo, Wbbbler,' said Johnny.

"It's not cool to say Yo any nore,' said Wbbler

'"Is it rad to say cool ?' said Johnny.

'Cool 's al ways cool. And no-one says rad any nore,
either.’

Wobbl er | ooked around conspiratorially and then
fi shed a package from his bag.

"This is cool. Have a go at this.'



"What is it?" said Johnny.

"I cracked Fighter Star Terafionber,' said Whbbler
"Only don't tell anyone, right? Just type FSB. It's not
much good, really. The space bar drops the bonbs,

and . . . well . . . just press the keys, you'll see what
t hey do.
"Listen.. . you know Only You Can Save Manki nd?

"Still playing that, are you?

"You didn't, you know, do anything to it, did you?
Un? Before you gave nme a copy?

"No. It wasn't even protected. Didn't have to do
anyt hi ng except copy the manual. Wy?

"You did play it, didn't you?

"Abit.' Wobbler only played ganmes once. Wbbl er
could watch a game for a couple of mnutes, and then
pick up the joystick and get top score. And then never
play it again.

"Nothing . . . funny . . . happened?
'Li ke what?' said Wobbl er
"Like . . .'" Johnny hesitated. He could tell Wbbbler

and then Wobbl er woul d | augh, or not believe him or
say it was just some bug or sonething, sone kind of
trick. O a virus. Wbbler had discs full of conputer
viruses. He didn't do anything with them He just col -
lected them |ike stanps or sonething.

He could tell Wbbler, and then sonehow it
woul dn't be real

"Ch, you know . . . funny.'

' Li ke what ?'

"Weird. Un Lifelike, | suppose.

"It's sposed to be. Just like the real thing, it says.

hope you've read the nanual properly. My dad spent a
whol e cof fee break copying that.'

Johnny gave a sickly grin.

'"Yes. Right. Better read it, then. Thanks for Star
Fighter Pilot-'
' TeraBonber. My dad brought me back Al abama
Smith and the Jewels of Fate fromthe States. You can
have a copy if you give ne the disc back.'

"Right,' said Johnny.
"It's K

"Right,' said Johnny.

He never had the heart to tell Wbbler that he didn't
pl ay hal f the ganes Wbbl er passed on. You couldn't.
Not if you wanted time to sleep and eat meals. But that
was all right because Wbbl er never asked. As far
as Wobbl er was concerned, conputer ganes weren't
there for playing. They were for breaking into, rewit-
ing so that you got extra lives or whatever, and then
copyi ng and giving away to everyone.

Basically, there were two sides to the world. There
was the entire conputer ganmes software industry
engaged in a tremendous effort to stanp out piracy,
and there was Wobbler. Currently, Whbbler was in
front.

"Did you do ny History?' said Wbbler.

"Here,' said Johnny. ' "Wat it was like to be a
peasant during the English Cvil War." Three pages.'

' Thanks,' said Wbbbl er. 'That was quick."'

"Ch, in Geog last termwe had to do one about What



it's like being a peasant in Bolivig. | just got rid of the
Ilamas and put in stuff about kings having their heads
chopped of f. You have to bung in that kind of stuff,

and then you just have to keep conpl ai ni ng about the

weat her and the crops and you can't go wong, in

peasant essays.

Johnny lay on his bed reading Only You Can Save
Manki nd.

He coul d just about renenber the days when you
could still get ganes where the instructions consisted of
sonething that said, 'Press < for left and > for right
and Fire for fire.'

But now you had to read a whole little book which
was all about the game. It was really the manual, but
they called it ' The Novel'

Partly it was an anti-Wbbler thing. Someone in
America or somewhere thought it was dead clever to
make the game ask you little questions, like '"Wat's the
first word on line 23 on page 19 of the manual ?* and
then reset the machine if you didn't answer themright,
so they'd obviously never heard of Wbbler's dad's
of fice's photocopi er.

So there was this book. The ScreeWe had turned up
out of nowhere and bonbed sonme planets with humans
on them Nearly all the starships had been bl own up
So there was only this one left, the experinental one.

It was all that stood against the ScreeWe hordes. And

only you . . . that is to say John Maxwel |, aged twel ve,
in between the time you get home from school and get
something to eat and do your homework . . . can save
manki nd.

Nowhere did it say what you were supposed to do
if the ScreeWe hordes didn't want to fight.

He switched on the conmputer, and pressed the Load
Gane key.

There was the ship again, right in the mddle of his
si ghts.

He picked up the joystick thoughtfully.

There was an i nmedi at e nessage on the screen
Well, not exactly a nessage. More a picture. Half a
dozen little egg-shaped blobs, with tails. They didn't
nove.

What kind of message is that? he thought

Per haps there was a special nessage he ought to

send. 'Die, Creep' didn't seemto fit properly at the
nonent .

He typed: Wats hpaeni ng?

I mredi ately a reply appeared on the screen, in yell ow
letters.

W surrender. Do not shoot See, we show you pictures of
our children

He typed: Is this a trick Wobbl er?

It took a little while before the reply cane.
Am not trick wobbler. W give in. No nore war.

Johnny thought for a while, and then typed: Youre
not supoosed to give ni

Want to go hone.

Johnny typed: It says in the book you blue up a | ot



of planets.

Li es!
Johnny stared at the screen. What he wanted to type
was: No, | nean, this cant happen, youre Aliens, you

cant not want to be shot at, no other gane aliens have
ever stopped aliening across the screen, they never said
W DonT Want to Co.

And then he thought: they never had the chance.
They coul dn't.

But ganes are a | ot better now

They never made things |ike the old MegaZoids
seemreal, with stories about them and Full - Col our
G aphi cs.

This is probably that Virtual Reality they're al ways
tal ki ng about on the television.

He typed: It is only a gane, after all.
What is a ganme?

He typed: Wio ARE you?

The screen flickered. Sonmething a bit |like a newt but
nore |ike an alligator |ooked back at him

| amthe Captain, said the yellow letters. Do not
shoot !

Johnny typed: | shoot at you and you shoto at ne.
That is the gane.

But we die.

Johnny typed: Sonetines | die. | die a lot.

But YQU live again.

Johnny stared at the words for a nmonment. Then he
typed: Dont you?

No. How could this be? Wen we die, we die. For ever
Johnny typed desperately: No, thats not right

because, in the first mssion, theres three ships you have
to blow up before the first planet. | @e played it lots

of times and there@ always three ships there-

Thf ferent shi ps.

Johnny thought for a while and then typed: Wat
happens if | switch of tthe machi ne?

W do not understand the question

This is daft, thought Johnny. It's just a very unusua
gane. It's a special nission or sonething.

He typed: Wiy should | trust you?

LOOK BEH ND YQU

Johnny sat bolt upright in his chair. Then he let him
sel f swivel around, very cautiously.

O course, there was no-one there. Wiy should there
be anyone there? It was a gane.

The newt face had di sappeared fromthe screen, |eav-
ing the fam liar picture of the inside of the starfighter.
And there was the radar screen-
covered in yell ow dots.

Yel | ow for the eneny.

Johnny picked up the joystick and turned the star-
fighter around. The entire ScreeWe fleet was there.
Ship after ship was hanging in space behind him

Little fighters, big cruisers, massive battl eshi ps.
If they all had himin their sights, and if they .......
He didn't want to die.

Hang on, hang on. You don't die. You just play the



gane agai n.

This was nuts. It was tinme to stop it.

He typed: Al right what happens now?
W want to go hone.

He typed: Al right no problem
You gi ve us safe conduct

He typed: K yes.

The screen went bl ank

And that was it? No music? No 'Congratul ati ons,
You' ve Got the Hi ghest Score'?
Just the little pronpt, flashing on and off.
What did safe conduct mean, anyway?

2.

Qperate Controls To Play Gane

You never said to your parents, 'Hey, | really need a
conput er because that way | can play Megasteroids.'

No, you said, 'l really need a conputer because of
school .

It's educational

Anyway, there had to be a good side to the Trying
Ti mes everyone was going through in this house. If you
hung around in your room and generally kept your
head down, stuff |ike conputers sort of happened. It
made everyone feel better

And it was quite useful for school sonetines. Johnny
had witten 'What it felt like to be different sorts of
peasants' on it, and printed themout on the printer
al t hough he had to rewite themin his handwiting
because al though the school taught Keyboard Skills
and New Technol ogy you got into trouble if you
used keyboard skills and new technol ogy actually to do
anyt hi ng.

Funnily enough, it wasn't much good for maths.
He' d al ways had trouble with al gebra, because they
wouldn't let you get away with 'What it feels like to
be x2'. But he had an arrangenent with Bi gmac about
t hat, because Bi gnac got the sane feeling when he
| ooked at an essay project as Johnny did when he was
faced with a quadratic equation. Anyway, it didn't
matter that rmuch. If you kept your head down,
they were generally so grateful that you were not,
e.g., causing policemen to cone to the school, or
actually nailing a teacher to anything, that you got |eft
al one.

But mainly the conputer was good for ganes. If you
turned the volunme control up, you didn't have to hear
t he shouti ng.

The ScreeWee not her ship was in uproar. There was

still a haze of snmoke in the air fromthe |ast bonbard-
ment, and indistinct figures pattered back and forth,
trying to fix things up well enough to survive the

j our ney.



The Captain sat back in her chair on the huge,
shadowy bridge. She was yell ow under the eyes, a sure
sign of lack of sleep. So much to be done . . . half the
fighters were damaged, and the main ships were in none
too good condition, and there was hardly any room and
certainly no food for all the survivors they were taking
on boar d.

She | ooked up. There was the Gunnery Oficer

"This is not a wise nove,' he said.

"It is the only one | have,' said the Captain wearily.

'No! W& nust fight on!'

"And then we die,' said the Captain. 'We fight, and
then we die. That's how it goes.

'Then we die gloriously!'

"There's an inportant word in that sentence,' said the
Captain. "And it's not the word "gloriously"."'

The Gunnery O ficer went |light green with rage.

'He's attacked hundreds of our ships!’

" And t hen he stopped.’

'None of the others have,' said the Gunnery O ficer
' They' re humans! You can't trust a human. They shoot
everyt hing."'

The Captain rested her snout on one hand.
'He doesn't,' she said. 'He listened. He tal ked. None
of the others did. He may be the One.'’

The Gunnery O ficer placed his upper two front
hands on the desk and glared at her

"Well,' he said, 'I've talked to the other officers.
don't believe in |l egends. Wen the full enormity of
what you have done is understood, you will be relieved

of your command!’

She turned tired eyes towards him

'Good,' she said. 'But right now, | am Captain. I am
responsi bl e. Do you understand? Have you got the
faintest idea of what that means? Now - . . go!’

He didn't like it, but he couldn't disobey. |I can have
hi m shot, she thought. It'd be a good idea. Bound to
save trouble later on. It'll be No. 235 on the list of
Things to Do .

She turned back to continue staring at the stars out-
side, on the huge screen that filled one wall.

The eneny ship still hung there.

What kind of person is it? she thought. Despicable
t hough they are, there's so few of them But they keep
conm ng back! What's their secret?

But you can be sure of one thing. They surely only
send their bravest and their best.

The advantage of the Trying Times was that hel pi ng
yourself fromthe fridge was OK. There didn't seemto
be any proper nealtinmes any nore in any case. O any
real cooking.

Johnny made hinsel f spaghetti and baked beans.

There was no sound fromthe |iving-room although
the TV was on.
Then he watched a bit of television in his room He'd
been given the old one when they got the new one. It
wasn't very big and you had to get up and wal k over



toit every tine you wanted to change channel s or the
vol ume or whatever, but these were Trying Tines.

There was a filmon the News show ng sone nissiles
streaki ng over sone city. It was quite good

Then he went to bed.

He was not entirely surprised to wake up at the controls
of a starfighter.

It had been like that with Captain Zoom You
couldn't get it out of your head. After an evening's
concentrated playing you were clinmbing | adders and
dodgi ng | aser-zap bolts all night.

It was a pretty good dream even so. He could fel
the seat under him And the cabin snelled of hot oil and
over heated pl astic and unwashed peopl e.

It | ooked pretty much |like the one he saw on the
screen every evening, except that there was a thin
filmof grease and dirt over everything. But there was
t he radar screen, and the weapons console, and the
joystick

Hey, much better than the conputer! The cabin was
full of noises - the click and whirr of fans, the hum and
buzz of instrunents.

And better graphics. You get much better graphics
in your dreans.

The ScreeWe fleet hung in the air, hung in space
in front of him

Vow

Al t hough dreanms ought to be a bit nore exciting.
You got chased in dreanms. Things happened to you
Sitting in the cockpit of a starfighter bristling with
weapons was fun, but things ought to happen

He wandered if he should |launch a missile or
somet hing... No, hang on, they'd surrendered. And
there was that thing about safe conduct.

Hi s hands wandered over the switches in front of
him They were a bit different fromthe conputer
keyboard, but this one-
"Are you receiving ne?

The face of the Captain appeared on the conmuni cati ons screen

"Yes?' said Johnny.

"W are ready.'

'Ready?' said Johnny. 'What for?

'Lead the way,' said the Captain. The voice canme out
of a grille beside the screen. It nust be being transl ated
by sonet hi ng, Johnny thought. | shouldn't think giant
newt s speak English.

"Where to?' he said. 'Wiere are we goi ng?'

"To Earth.'

"Earth? Hang on! That's where | live! People can get
into serious trouble showi ng huge alien fleets where
they live!’

The grille humed and buzzed for a while. Then the
Captain said: 'Apology. That is a direct translation. W cal
the planet that is our hone, "Earth"' Wien | speak in
Sree Wee, your computer finds the word in your |anguage
that means the sane thing. The actual word in Scree We
sounds like . ' There was a noise |ike someone taking
their foot out of a wet cowpat. 'I will show our hone to
you.'



A red circle suddenly devel oped on the navigation
screen.

Johnny knew about that. You just noved a green
circle over it, the conmputer went binleabinleabinlea, and
you' d set your course.

They' ve shown nme where they live.

The t hought sunk in.

They trust me.

As he noved his fighter forwards, the entire alien
fleet pulled in behind him They eclipsed the stars.

The cabi n hunmed and buzzed quietly to itself.

Well, at least it didn't |ook too hard

A green dot appeared ahead of him

He watched it get bigger, and recognized the shape
of a starflghter, just like his.

But it was a little hard to make it out.
This was because it was hal f-hidden by | aser bolts.
It was firing at himas it cane.

And it was travelling so fast it was very nearly catch-
ing up with its own fire.

Johnny jerked the joystick and his ship rolled out of
the way as the . . . the eneny starfighter roared past and
barrell ed on towards the ScreeWe shi ps.

The whol e sky full of ScreeWe ships.

Whi ch had surrendered to him

But people out there were still playing the gane.

"No! Listen to ne! They're not fighting any nore!’

The starfighter turned in a wi de curve and headed
diiectly for the command ship. Johnny saw it |aunch a
m ssile. Sonmeone sitting at a keyboard somewhere had
l aunched a missile.

'Listen! You've got to stop!'

It's not listening to ne, he thought. You don't listen
to the enemy. The enemy's there to be shot at. That's
why it's the eneny. That's what the enemy's for.

He swung around to follow the starship, which had
sl owed down. It was pouring shot after shot into the
conmand ship
whi ch wasn't firing back.

Johnny stared in horror

The ship rocked under the hail of fire. The Gunnery
O ficer craw ed across the shaking floor and pul | ed
hi nsel f up beside the Captain's chair.

"Fool! Fool! | told you this would happen! | demand
that we return firel’

The Captain was wat ching the Chosen One's ship.
It hadn't noved.

'"No,' she said. 'W have to give hima chance. W
nmust not fire on human ships.'

" A chance? How nuch of a chance do we have? | shal
gi ve the order to-'

The Captain noved very fast. Wien her hand
st opped she was hol ding a gun very close to the Gun-
nery Oficer's head. It was really only a cerenoni al
weapon; nornal ly ScreeWe fought only with their
claws. But its shape said very clearly that things cane
out of the hole in the front end with the very definite
purpose of travelling fast through the air and then kill-



i ng peopl e.

"No," she said.

The Gunnery O ficer's face went blue, a sure sign of
terror. But he had enough courage left to say: 'You
woul d not dare firel’

It's a game, thought Johnny. There's not a real person
in that ship. It's soneone playing a gane. It's all a
gane. It's just things happening on a screen sonmewhere.
No.

| nean, yes.
But. ..
at the same tine
it's all happening here

Hs own ship | eapt forward

It was easy. It was so easy. Just line up circles on the
screen, binkabi nkabi nka, and then press the Fire button
until every weapon on the ship was enpty. He'd done.
it many times before.

The invader hadn't even seen him It |aunched sone
mssiles - and then blew up in an inpressive display of
gr aphi cs.

That's all it is, Johnny told hinself. Just things on a
screen. It's not real. There's no arns and feet spinning
away through the weckage. It's all a gane.

The missiles arrived

The whol e cockpit went blinding white.

He was aware, just for a nonent, of cold space
around him with things in it

A bookcase. A chair. A bed.

He was sitting in front of the conputer. The screen
was bl ank. He was hol ding the joystick so hard that he
had to concentrate to let go of it.

The clock by his bed said 6:3=, because it was
broken. But it meant he'd have to get up in another
hour or so.

He sat with his quilt around himwatching the tel evision
until the alarmwent off.

There were sone nore pictures of mssiles and bullets
streaking over a city. They | ooked pretty nuch the
same as the ones he'd seen |ast night, but were probably
back by popul ar demand.

He felt sick

* * *

Yo-1ess coul d hel p, Johnny deci ded.

He normal ly hung out with Wbbler and Bi gnac on
the bit of wall behind thi school library. They weren't
exactly a gang. |If you take a big bag of crisps and shake
themup, all the little bits end up in one corner

Yo-l ess was call ed Yo-|ess because he never said 'Yo'.
He' d given up objecting to the nane by now At | east
it was better than Nearly Crucial, which was the | ast
ni ckname, and MC Spanner, which was the one before
that. Johnny was the official nicknane generator

Yo-l ess said he'd never said 'crucial', either. He
poi nted out that Johnny was white and never said,
" Yer What ? Yer What ? YerWhat?' or 'Ars-nal! Ars-



nal!' and anyway, you shoul dn't nakej okes about raci al
st er eot ypi ng.

Johnny didn't go into too much detail. He just tal ked
about the dream and not about the messages on the
screen. Yo-less listened carefully. Yo-less listened to
everything carefully. It woried teachers, the way he
listened carefully to everything they said. They al ways
suspected he was trying to catch them out.

He said, 'What you've got here is a projection of
a psychol ogical conflict. That's all. Want a cheese
ring?

"What' s that?

"It's just crunchy cheesy-fl avoured-'

"I mean the other thing you said.'

Yo-1 ess passed the packet on to Bi gnac.

"Well.. . your numand dad are splitting up. right?
Vel | - known fact.'

"Could be. It's a bit of atrying time,' said Johnny.
'"O-kay. And there's nothing you can do about it.'
"Shouldn't think so,' said Johnny.

"And this definitely affects you,' said Yo-Iess.

"l suppose so,' said Johnny cautiously. 'l know | have
to do a lot of ny own cooking.'
"Right. So you project your.., um.. suppressed~

enotions on to a computer game. Happens all the

tinme,' said Yo-less, whose nother was a nurse, and who,
wanted to be a doctor if he grew up. 'You can't solve

the real problenms, so you turn theminto problens you

can solve. Like . . . if this was thirty years ago, you'd
probably dream about fighting dragons or sonething.

It's a projected fantasy.'

' Saving hundreds of intelligent newts doesn't sound
very easy to solve,' said Johnny.

'Dunno,' said Bigmac, happily. 'Ratatatat-blam No
nore problem' Bigmac wore | arge boots and canoufl age
trousers all the time. You could spot hima mle
of f by his canouflage trousers.

"The thing is,' said Yo-less, '"it's not real. Real's real.

But stuff on a screen isn't.’

"lI've cracked Stellar Smashers,' said Wbbler. 'You
can have that if you want. Everyone says it's a | ot
better.'

'No-o00,' said Johnny, 'I think I'Il stick with this one
for a while. See if |I can get to |level twenty-one.

"If you get to level twenty-one and bl ow up the
whol e fleet you get a special number on the screen
and if you wite off to CGobi Software you get a five
pound token,' said Whbbler. "It was in Conputer
Weekl y.

Johnny t hought about the Captain.

"A whol e five pounds?' he said. 'CGosh.'

It was Ganes in the afternoon. Bigmac was the only
one who pl ayed. He'd never been keen until they'd
i ntroduced hockey. You got a club to hit people, he
sai d.

Yo-less didn't do sport because of intellectual incom
patibility. Wobbler didn't do sport because the sports
mast er had asked himnot to. Johnny didn't do sport
because he had a permanent note, and no-one cared
much anyway, so he went hone early and spent the



aft ernoon readi ng the manual

He didn't touch the conputer before tea.

There was an extended News, which nmeant that
Cobbers was postponed. There were the sane pictures
of missiles streaking across a city that he'd seen the
ni ght before, except that now there were nore jour-
nalists in sand-col oured shirts with lots of pockets
tal ki ng excitedly about them

He heard his nother downstairs conpl ain about
Cobbers, and by the sound of the raised voices that
started Trying Times again.

There was sone Hi story homewor k about
Chri st opher Col unbus. He | ooked himup in the
encycl opedi a and copi ed out four hundred words,
whi ch usual ly worked. He drew a picture of Col unbus
as well, and coloured it in.

After a while he realized that he was putting off swit-
ching the conputer on. It came to sonething, he
t hought, when you did school work rather than play
ganes.

It wouldn't hurt to at | east have a gane of Pac-Man
or something. Trouble was, the ghosts woul d probably
stay in the nmiddle of the screen and refuse to cone out
and be eaten. He didn't think he could cope with that.
He' d got enough to worry about as it was.

On top of it all, his father came upstairs to be
fatherly. This happened about once a fortnight. There
didn't seemto be any way of stopping it. You had to
put up with twenty m nutes of being asked about how
you were getting on at school, and had you really
t hought about what you wanted to be when you grew
up.

The thing to do was not encourage things but as
politely as possible.

H s father sat on the edge of the bed and | ooked
around the room as though he'd never seen it before.

After the normal questions about teachers Johnny
hadn't had since the first year, his father stared at
not hi ng much for a while and then said, 'Things have
been a bit tricky lately. | expect you've noticed.'

" No.

"It's been a bit tricky at work. Not a good tinme to~
start a new busi ness.'

"Yes.'

"Everything all right?

Yes.'

" Not hi ng you want to tal k about ?

"No. | don't think so.'

H s father | ooked around the room again. Then he
sai d, 'Renenber |ast year, when we all went down to
Fal mout h for the week?

"Yes.'

"You enjoyed that, didn't you?

He' d got sunburnt and tw sted his ankle on sone
rocks and he had to get up at 8.30 every norning, even
t hough it was supposed to be a holiday. And the only
TV in the hotel was in front of some old worman who
never let go of the renote-control

"Yes.'

"W ought to go again.'



H s father was staring at him

'Yes,' said Johnny. 'That would be nice.'

'"How re you getting on with Space |nvaders?
"Sorry?
' Space Invaders. On the conputer.'
Johnny turned to | ook at the blank screen
"What ' re Space |Invaders?' he said.
"Isn't that what they're called any nore? Space
I nvaders? You used to get themin pubs and things, oh
bef ore you were born. Rows of spiky triangul ar green
aliens with six |l egs kept on com ng down the screen and
we had to shoot them

Johnny gave this some thought. 'Wat happened
when you'd shot themall, then?

'Ch, you got sone nore.' His father stood up. 'l
expect it's all nore conplicated now, though.'

"Yes.'

' Done your honmework, have you?'

"Yes.'

"What was it?

"History. Had to wite about Christopher
Col unbus.

"Hm? You could put in that he didn't set out to
di scover Anerica. He was really | ooking far Asia and
found Anerica by accident.'

"Yes. It says that in the encycl opedia.’

'"dad to see you're using it.'

"Yes. It's very interesting.'

'Good. Right. Right, then. Well, I'mgoing to have
anot her | ook at those accounts.'
'Ri ght.

"If there's anything you want to tal k about, you
know. '

"All right.’

Johnny waited until he heard the |iving-room door
shut again. He wondered if he ought to have asked
where the instruction manual for the di shwasher was.

He swi tched on the conputer

After a while, the screen for Only You Can Save
Manki nd canme on. He watched the introductory bit
nmoodi | y, and then picked up the joystick

There weren't any aliens.

For alittle while he thought he'd done sonet hi ng'
wrong. He started the ganme again.

There were still no aliens. Al there was, was the
bl ackness of space, sprinkled with a few tw nkling
stars.

He flew around until he was out of fuel

No ScreeWe, no dots on the radar screen. No gane.

They' d gone.

3
Cereal Killers

There was nmore news these days than normal. Half the



time the TV was showi ng pictures of tanks and maps
of deserts with green and red arrows all over them
while in the corner of the screen would be a photo of
a journalist with a phone to his ear, talking in a crackly
Voi ce.
It crackled in the background while Johnny phoned

up Wbbbl er.
' Yes?'
"Can | speak to Wb . . . to Stephen, please?
Mutter, clonk, bunp, scuffle.
' Yes?'
"It's me, Wobbler.'
' Yes?'
'Have you had a | ook at Only You Can Save Manki nd
lately?
'"No. Hey, listen, I've found a way to

"Coul d you have a go with it right now, please?
Pause.
"You all right?
" What ?'
"You sound a bit weird.'
'Look, go and have a go with the game, will
you?'
It was an hour before Whbbl er phoned back. Johnny
wai ted on the stairs.
"Can | speak?

"It's nme.'
"There's no aliens, right?
' Yes!'

"Probably sonething built into the gane. You can do
that, you know. A kind of tine bonb thing. Maybe it's
programred to make all the aliens vanish on a certain
date.'

"Waat for?

'Make things nore interesting, | expect. Probably
Gobi Software will be putting adverts in the conputer
papers about it. You all right? Your voice sounds a bit
squeaky.

"No problem'

" You coming down to the mall tonorrow?'

' Yeah.'

' See you, then. Chow.'

Johnny stared at the dead phone. O course, there
were things like that on conputers. There'd been sone-
thing in the papers about it. A Friday the 13th virus,
or something. Something in the program kept an eye
on the date, and when it was Friday the 13th it was sup-
posed to do sonmething nasty to conputers all over the
country.

There had been stories about Evil Conputer Hackers
Menaci ng Soci ety, and Whbbl er had cone to school in
hone- nade dark gl asses for a week.

Johnny went back and watched the screen for a
while. Stars occasionally went past.

Wobbl er had witten an actual computer gane |ike
this once. It was called Journey to Al pha Centauri. It was
a screen with sone dots on it. Because, he said, it
happened in real tine, which no-one had ever heard of
until conputers. He'd seen on TV that it took three
t housand years to get to Al pha Centauri. He had wit-



ten it so that if anyone kept their computer on for three
t housand years, they'd be rewarded by a little dot
appearing in the mddle of the screen, and then a

nmessage saying. 'Welcome to Al pha Centauri. Now go

hore. '

Johnny watched the screen for a bit |onger. Once or
twi ce he nudged the joystick, to go on a different
course. It didn't nake nuch difference. Space | ooked
the sane fromevery direction.

"Hel |l 0? Anybody there?' he whispered.

He wat ched sone tel evision before he went to bed.
There were sonme nore mssiles, and someone goi ng on
about some other mssiles which were supposed to
knock down the first type of missile.

The fleet travelled in the shape of a giant cone, hun-
dreds of mles long. The Captain | ooked back at
it. There were scores of nother ships, hundreds of
fighters. More and nore kept joining themas news of
t he surrender spread.

The Chosen One's ship flewa little way ahead of the
fleet. It wasn't answering messages.

But no-one was shooting at them There hadn't been
a human ship visible for hours. Perhaps, the Captain
thought, it's really working. W' re | eaving them
behind - - -

Johnny woke up in the gane.

It was hard to sleep in the starship. The seat started
out as the nost confortable thing in the whole world,
but it was amazi ng how unconfortable it became after
a few hours. And the lavatory was a conplicated
arrangenent of tubes and trapdoors and it wasn't, he
was beginning to notice, entirely snell proof.

That's what the computer ganmes couldn't give you
the snmell of space. It had its own kind of snell, like a
machine's arnpit. You didn't get dirty, because there
was no dirt, but there was a sort of grinmy cleanliness
about everyt hi ng.

The radar went ping.

After a while, he could see a dot ahead of him It
wasn't noving nuch, and it certainly wasn't firing.

He left the fleet and went to investigate.

It was a huge ship. O, at least, it had been once.
Quite a lot of it had been nelted off.

It drifted al ong, absolutely dead, tunbling very.
gently. It was green, and vaguely triangular, except for
six legs, or possibly arms. Three of them were broken
stubs. It looked |ike a cross between a spider and an
oct opus, designed by a conmputer and made out of hun-
dreds of cubes, bolted together

As the giant hulk turned he could see huge gashes in
it, with nelted edges. There was a suggestion of floors
i nsi de.

He switched on the radio.

' Capt ai n?

' Yes?'

"Can you see this thing here? "What is it?

"W find them sonetinmes. W think they bel onged to an
anci ent race, now extinct. W don't know what they called



t hensel ves, or where they cane from The ships are very
old.'

The dead ship turned slowy. There was another |ong
burn down the other side.

"I think they were called Space Invaders,' said Johnny.
' The human name for then®

"Yes.'

"I thought so.'

Johnny was glad he couldn't see the Captain's face.
He t hought: No-one knows where they canme from
or even what they called thensel ves. And now no-one
ever will.

The radar went ping again.

There was a human ship heading towards the fleet,
at hi gh speed.

This time, he didn't hesitate

The point was, the ScreeWe weren't very good at
fighting. After the first few ganes it was quite easy
to beat them They couldn't seemto get the hang
of it. They didn't know how to be sneaky, or when to
dodge.

It was the sane with all of them come to think of
it. Johnny had played | ots of ganes with words |ike
'Space' and 'Battle' and 'Cosnic' in the titles, and all the
aliens were the sort you could beat after a few weeks'
pl ayi ng.

This player didn't stand a chance against a rea
human.

You got six mssiles. Johnny had two streaking away
bef ore the enenmy was nuch |l arger than a dot. Then he
just kept his finger on the Fire button until there was
nothing left to fire.

A spreading cloud of weckage, and that was it.

It wasn't as if anyone would die, after all. Woever
had been in there would just have to start the gane
agai n.

It felt real, but that was just the dream.

Dreans al ways felt real

He turned his attention to the thing by the contro
chair. It had a nozzle which filled a paper cup with
somet hing like thin vegetable soup, and a slot which
pushed out very large plastic bags containing very small
things |i ke sandwi ches. The bags had to be big to get
all the list of additives on. They contained absolutely
everyt hing necessary to keep a star warrior healthy.

Not happy, but healthy

He' d taken one nout hful when sonet hi ng sl ammed
into the ship. Ared glare filled the cabin; alarns started
to blare.

He | ooked up in tinme to see a ship curving away for
anot her run.

He hadn't even gl anced at the radar.

He' d been eating his tea!

He spun the ship. The nulti-vitam n sandw ch fl ew
around into the wring somewhere.

It was coming back to get him He prodded furiously
at the control panel

Hang on ..

What was the worst that could happen to hin?

He coul d wake up in bed.



He took his tine. He dodged. He weaved. Another
mssile hit the ship. As the attacker roared past, Johnny
fired, with everything.

Anot her cloud of wreckage.

No probl em

But it nmust have fired a nmissile just before he got it.
There was another red flash. The lights went out. The
ship junmped. H s head bounced off the seatback and
banged on to the control panel

He opened his eyes.

Ri ght. And you wake up back in your bedroom

A light winked at him

There was sonet hi ng beepi ng.

Bound to be the alarmclock. That's how dreans
end

He ifted his head. The flashing Iight was oblong. He
tried to focus.

There were shapes there.

But they weren't saying 6:3=.

They were spelling out 'AIR LEAK' , and behind the
i nsi stent beeping was a terrible hissing sound.

No, no, he thought. This doesn't happen

He pushed hinmself up. There were lots of red lights.
He pressed sonme buttons hurriedly, but this had no
effect at all except to make sone nore lights go
red.

He didn't know nmuch about the controls of a star-
ship, other than fast, slow, left, right and fire, but there
were whol e rows of flashing alarms which suggested
that a ot of things he didn't know about were going
wrong. He stared at sone red letters which said
' SECONDARY PUMPS FAILURE' . He didn't know
what the secondary punps were, either, but he w shed,
he really wi shed, they hadn't failed.

H s head ached. He reached up, and there was rea
bl ood on his hand. And he knew that he was going to
die. Really die.

No, he thought. Please! |'m John Maxwell. Pl ease!
I"'mtwelve. I'"mnot dying in a spaceship

The beepi ng got | ouder

He | ooked at the sign again.

It was flashing 6: 3=

About tine, he thought, as he passed out

And woke up

He was at the conputer again. It wasn't swi tched on
and he was freezing cold.

He had a headache, but a tentative feel said there was
no blood. It was just a headache.

He stared into the dark black screen, and wondered
what it felt like to be a ScreeWe

It felt like that, except that you didn't wake up. It
was al ways AIR LEAK, or *Alert*Alert*Al ert* beep-
ing on and off, and then perhaps the freezing cold of
space, and then not hing.

He had breakfast.

You got a free alien in every pack of sugar-glazed
Snappi fl akes. It was a new thing. O an old thing,
being tried again.

The one that ended up in his bowl was orange and



had three eyes and four arns. And it was holding a ray
gun in each hand.

H s father hadn't got up. Hi s nother was watchi ng
the little television in the kitchen, where a very |large
man di sgui sed as an entire desert was pointing to a | ot
of red and blue arrows on a map.

He went down to Neil Arnmstrong Mall.

He took the plastic alien with him That'd be the way
to invade a planet. One alien in every box! Wait unti
they were in every cupboard in the country, send out
t he signal and bazaam

Cereal killers!

Maybe on sone ot her planet somewhere you got a
free human in every packet of anmoni a-coated Snappi -
crystals. Hey, zorks! Collect the Wole Set! And
there'd be all these little plastic people. Holding guns,
of course. You just had to wal k down the Street to see
that, of course, everyone had a gun

He | ooked out of the bus w ndow.

That was it, really. No-one would bother to put
plastic aliens inside the plastic cereal if they were just,
you know, doi ng everyday things. Holding the
Cosmi czi ppo RayTM hedge clippers! CGetting on the
Megadeat hTM bus! Hangi ng out at the Star Thruster
Mal | !

The trouble with all the aliens he'd seen was that they
either wanted to eat you or play nmusic at you until you
becanme better people. You never got the sort that just
wanted to do sonething ordinary |ike borrow the | awn
nower .

Wobbl er and Yo-less and Bignmac were trying to
hang out by the ornanmental fountain, but really they
were just hanging around. Yo-less was wearing the
same grey trousers he wore to school. You coul dn't
hang out in grey trousers. And Wbbler still wore his
sungl asses, except they weren't real sungl asses because
he had to wear ordinary gl asses anyway; they were those
clip-on sungl asses for tourists. Also, they weren't the
same size as the gl asses underneath, and had rubbed red
marks on his nose. And he wore an anorak. Wbbl er
was probably the only person in the universe who stil
wore an anorak. And Bigmac. in addition to his canou-
flage trousers and 'Termi nator' T-shirt with 'Bl ackbury
Skins' on the back in biro, had got hold of a belt nade
entirely of cartridge cases. He | ooked stupid.

"Yo, duds,' said Johnny.

'"W' ve been here ages,' said Yo-Iess.

"I went one stop past on the bus and had to wal k
back,' said Johnny. ' Thi nki ng about other things.
What ' s happeni ng?'

'Do you mean what's happening, or sort of hey, ny
man, what's happeni ng?' said Wbbl er

"What' s happeni ng?' sai d Johnny.

"I want to go into J& Software,’ said Wbbler
' They m ght have got Cosmic Coffee Mats in. It got a
review in Bazzamm and they said it's got an unbreak-
abl e copy protection.’

'Did they say it was any good?' said Bi gnac.
"Who cares?
"You'll get caught one day,' said Yo-Iess.



' Then you get given a job in Silicon Valley, designing
antipiracy software,' said Whbbler. Behind his two

t hi cknesses of gl asses, his eyes |lit up. Wbbl er thought
that California was where good people went when they

di ed.

"No, you don't. You just get in trouble and you get
sued,' said Yo-less. 'And the police take all your com
puters away. There was something in the paper.'

They wandered aim essly towards the conputer
shop.

"I sawthis filmonce, right, where there were these
conputer ganmes and if you were really good the aliens
cane and got you and you had to fly a spaceship and
fight a whole bad alien fleet,' said Bignmac.

'"Did you beat it? | nean, in the film the alien fleet
got beaten?

Bi gnac gave Johnny an odd | ook
"OfF course. Sure. There wouldn't be any point ot her-
wi se, would there.’

'"Only you can save mankind,' said Johnny.
" What ?'
"It's the ganme,' said Wbbl er

"But it always says sonmething |like that on the boxes
you get ganmes in,' said Johnny. Except if you get them
from Wbbl er, he added to hinself, when you just get
a disc.

"Well. Yeah. Sonething like that. Why not?

"I mean they never say, "Only You are going to be
put inside a Billion Pounds Wrth of Machine with
nore Switches than you' ve Ever Seen and be Blown to
Bits by a Thousand Skilled Eneny Pil ots because You
Don't Really Know howto Fly It."

They wandered past M Zippy's lIce Cream

Extravaganza

'"Can't see that catching on,' said Whbbler. 'Can't see
them ever selling a gane called Get Shot to Pieces.'

"You still having trouble at hone?' said Yo-I|ess.

"It's all gone quiet,' said Johnny.

' That can be worse than shouting.'

"Yes.'

"It's not that bad when your num and dad split up,’
sai d Wobbl er, 'although you get to see nore nuseumns
than is good for you.'

"Still found no aliens? said Yo-Iess.

"Un Not in the gane.'

"Still dream ng about then?' said Wbbler

"Sort of.'

Soneone handi ng out | eafl ets about Big Savings on
Doubl e G azi ng gave one, in desperation, to Yo-Iess.

He took it gravely, thanked them folded it in two and
put it in his pocket. Yo-less always filed this sort of
thing. You never knew when it mght come in handy,

he said. One day he might want to doubl egl aze his sur-
gery, and he'd be in a good position to conpare offers.

" Anyone see the war on the box last night? said
Bi gnac. 'VWay to go, eh?

"Wy to go where?' said Yo-Iess.

'"W're really kicking sone butt!’

' Sone but what?' said Wbbl er.

"W'll give themthe "Mther-in-law of Al Battles”



eh?' said Bigmac, still trying to stir some patriotism

"Nah. It's not like real fighting,' said Wbbler. '"It's
just TV fighting.'

"Wsh | was in the arny,' said Bigmac, wistfully.
"Blaml' He shot the doubl e-gl azing | ady, who didn't
notice. Bigmac had a habit of firing inmaginary guns.

O her people played air guitar, he shot air rifles.

' Coupl e nore years,' he said. 'That's all.’

"You ought to wite to Stormin' Norman,' said
Wobbl er. 'Ask himto keep the war going until you get
there.'

'"He's done pretty well for soneone called Nornan,'
said Yo-less. 'l nean . . . Norman? Not very macho,
isit? It's like Bruce, or Rodney.'

'He had to be Norman,' said Whbbler, 'otherw se he
couldn't be Stormin'. You couldn't have Stormn'

Bruce. Cone on.'

J&J) Software was al ways packed on a Saturday norn-
ing. There were always a couple of conmputers running
ganes, and al ways a cluster of people gathered round
them No-one knew who J&) were, since the shop was
run by M Patel, who had eyes |ike a hawk. He al ways
wat ched Wobbl er very carefully, on the fairly accurate
basi s that Wbbl er distributed nore ganes than he did
and didn't even charge anyone for them

The four of themsplit up. Bigmac wasn't nuch
interested in ganes, and Yo-less went down to | ook at
t he vi deos. Wobbl er had found soneone who knew
even nmore conplicated stuff about computers than he
did hinself.

Johnny nmooched al ong the racks of ganes.

I wonder if the ScreeWe do this, he thought. O
peopl e on Jupiter or somewhere. Go down to a shop
and buy ' Shoot the Human' ganmes. And have filns
where there's a human runni ng around the place ter-
rorizing a spaceship-

He becane aware of a raised voice at the counter

You didn't often get girls in J& Software. Once,
quite a long tine ago, during a bit of time she'd set aside
for parenting, Johnny's nother had tried playing a
gane. It had been quite a sinple one - you had to shoot
asteroids and flying saucers and things. It had been
enbarrassing. It had been amazing that the flying
saucers had even bothered to shoot back. Mre likely
t hey shoul d have parked and all the aliens could have
| ooked out of the wi ndows and nade rude noi ses.

Wnen didn't have a clue.

A girl was conplaining to M Patel about a gane
she' d bought. Everyone knew you coul dn't do that,
even if you' d opened the box and it was full of nothing
but rmouse droppings. M Patel took the view that once
t he transparent w apper had cone off, even the Pope
woul dn't be allowed to return a gane, not even if he
got God to cone in as well. This was because he'd et
peopl e |i ke Wobbl er before.

The boys watched in fascinated horror.

She kept tapping the offending box with a finger.

"And who wants to see nothing but stars?' she said.
'"I"ve seen stars before, actually. It says on the box that
you fight dozens of different kinds of alien ships. There



isn't even one.

M Patel muttered something. Johnny wasn't close
enough to hear. But the girl's voice had a kind of pene-
trating quality, like a corkscrew. \Wen she spoke in
italics, you could hear them

'"Ch, no. You can't say that. Because how can | tel
if it works without trying it? That comes under the Sal e
of Goods Act (1983).°'

The awed watchers were astonished to see a slightly
hunted l ook in M Patel's eyes. Up until now he'd never
nmet anyone who coul d pronounce brackets.

He nuttered sonething el se.

"Copy it? Why should I copy it? I've bought it. It says

on the box you neet fascinating alien races. Wll, al
| got was one ship and sone stupid nmessage on the
screen and then it ran away. | don't call that fascinating
alien races.'
Message
Ran away

Johnny sidl ed cl oser.

M Patel mnuttered something else, and then turned
to one of the shelves. The shop watched in amazenent.
There was a new ganme in his hand. He was actually
goi ng to make an exchange. This was |ike Genghis
Khan deciding not to attack a city but stay at hone and
wat ch the football instead.

Then he held up his hand, nodded at the girl, and
stal ked over to one of the shop's own conputers, the
ones with so many fingermarks on the keys that you
couldn't read them any nore.

Everyone watched in silence as he | oaded up the copy
of the game that the girl had brought back. The nusic
cane on. The title scrolled up the screen, like the one
in Star Wars. It was the usual stuff: 'The mighty
ScreeWe fl eet have attacked the Federation,' whatever
that was, 'and only you..

And then there was space. It was conputer space -
a sort of black, with the occasional star rolling past.

' There ought to be six ships on the first mission,' said
someone behi nd Johnny.

M Patel scow ed at him He pressed a key cautiously.

"You've just fired a torpedo at nothing, M Patel,’
sai d Wobbl er.

Finally M Patel gave up. He waved his hands in the
air.

"How d' you find the things to shoot?' he said.

'They find you,' said someone. 'You should be dead
by now.'

'See?' said the girl. 'You get nothing but space. | left
it on for hours, and there was just space.'

' Maybe you're not persevering. You kids don't know
t he neani ng of the word persevere,' said M Patel

Wobbl er | ooked over the shopkeeper's head to
Johnny and rai sed his eyebrows.

"It's like persistently trying,' said Johnny hel pfully.
"Ch. Right. Well, | persistently tried the other night
and | didn't find any, either.’

M Patel carefully unwapped the new copy of the
gane. The shop watched as he slotted the disc into the
conput er.



'"Then |l et us see what the gane | ooks |ike before
M Wbbbl er plays his little tricks,' he said.

There was the title screen. There was the story, such
as it was. And the instructions.

And space.

' Soon we shall see,' said M Patel

And then nore space.

"This one was only delivered yesterday.'
Lots nore space. That was the thing about space.
M Patel picked up the box and | ooked at it carefully,
But they'd all seen himtake off the polythene.

They' ve gone, thought Johnny.

Even on the new ganes.

They' ve all gone.

Peopl e were | aughi ng. But Wobbl er and Yo-Iess
were staring at him

4

' No-one Really Dies'

"I reckon,' said Bigmac, 'I reckon . '
"Yes?' said Yo-Iess.
'l reckon . . . Ronald McDonald is |ike Jesus Christ.'

Bi gnac did that kind of thing. Sonetinmes he cane
out with the kind of big, slow statement that suggested
some sort of deep thinking had been going on for sone
time. It was |ike mountains. Johnny knew they were
made by continents bangi ng together, but no-one ever
saw it happeni ng.

'Yes?' said Yo-less, in a kind voice. 'And why do you
t hi nk this?

"Well, look at all the advertising,' said Bignac, wav-
ing a fry in the general direction of the rest of the burger
bar. 'There's this happy | and you go to where there's
| akes of banana ni |l kshake and - and trees covered in
fries. And . . . and then there's the Hanburglar. He's
the Devil .’

"M Zippy's advertised by a giant talking ice cream’
sai d Wobbl er.

"I don't like that,' said Yo-less. 'I wouldn't trust an
ice creaemthat's trying to get you to eat ice creans.

Cccasionally they talked like this for hours, when
there was sonething they didn't want to tal k about.

But now they seened to have run out of things to say.

They all |ooked silently at Johnny, who'd hardly
touched hi s burger.

"Look, | don't know what's happeni ng,' he said.

' Gobi Software're going to be really pissed off when
they find out what you've done,' said Wbbler
gri nni ng.

"I didn't do anything!' said Johnny. '"It's not ny
fault!"’

"Could be a virus,' said Yo-I|ess.

"Nah,' said Whbbler. "I've got |oads of viruses. They
just nmuck up the conputer. They don't nuck up your
head. "'

'They could do,' said Yo-less. '"Wth flashing lights



and stuff. Kind of |ike hypnosis.'

'You said before | was naking it all up! You said
was projecting fantasies!'

' That was before old Patel went through half a dozen
boxes. I"'mglad |I saw that. You know she actually got
anot her copy and her noney back, actually?

Johnny smiled unconfortably.

Wbbl er drumred his fingers on the table, or partly
on the table and partly in a pool of barbecue sauce.

"No, | still reckon it's just sonething Gobi Software
did to all the games. Cor, | like the virus idea, though,'
he said. 'Humans catching viruses off of conputers?
Ni ce one.'

"It's not like that,' said Johnny.

'They used to do this thing with films where they'd
put in just one franme of sonething, like an ice cream
or something, and it'd enter people's brains wthout
them knowing it and they'd all want ice cream' said
Yo-less. 'Sublimnal advertising, it was called. That'd
be quite easy to do on a conputer.'

Johnny t hought about the Captain showi ng him
pi ctures of her children. That didn't sound Iike hyp-
nosis. He didn't know what it did sound like, but it
didn't sound |ike hypnosis.

"Perhaps they're real aliens and they're in control of
your conputer,' said Yo-I|ess.

' 000 eee OO0, ' said Bigmac, waving his
hands in the air and speaking in a hollow voi ce. 'Johnny
Maxwel I did not know it, but he had just strayed into

the Toilet Zone . . . deedl edeedl e, deedl edeedl e,
deedl edeedl| e .
"After all, you're supposed to be |leading themto

Earth,' Yo-less went on

"But that's just their own name for their own world,’
sai d Johnny.

"You've only got their word for it. And they're
newts, too. You could be bringing themhere.'

They all | ooked up, in case they could see through the
ceiling, T&F Insurance Services and the roof to a huge
alien fleet in the sky above.

"You're just getting carried away,' said Wbbl er
"You can't invade a planet with a lot of aliens out of a
conputer ganme. They live on a screen. They're not
real .’

"What're you going to do about it, anyway?' said
Yo- | ess.

"Just keep doing it, | suppose,' said Johnny. 'Wo
was that girl in Patel's?

"Don't know,' said Whbbler. 'Saw her in there once
before playing Cosmc Trek. Grls aren't much good at
conput er ganmes because they haven't got such a good
grasp of spatial . . - something or other |ike we have,’
he went on airily. 'You know. They can't think in
t hree di mensions, or sonething. They haven't got the
instincts for it.’

'The Captain's a female,' said Johnny.

"It's probably different for giant alligators,' said
Vobbl er.

Bi gnac sucked a sachet of tomato ketchup

"Do you think IT mght still be going when I'mold



enough to join the arny?" he said, thoughtfully.

"No,' said Yo-less. "Stormin' Bruce'll get it all sorted
out. He'll kick some butt.'
They chorused ' Sone but what?' |ike tired nonks.

They went to the cinema in the afternoon. Al abana

Smith and the Enperor's Crown was showi ng on Screen

5. Wobbler said it was racist, but Yo-less said he quite
enjoyed it. They discussed whether it could still be
racist if Yo-less enjoyed it. Johnny bought popcorn al
round. That was anot her thing about Trying Tinmes -
pocket nmoney was erratic, but you tended to get nore

of it.

He had spaghetti hoops when he got home, and
wat ched TV for a while. The pyram d- shaped nman
di sgui sed as a desert seenmed to be on a lot now He told
j okes sonetimes. The journalists |laughed a bit. Johnny
quite liked Storm n' Norman. He | ooked the sort of
man who could talk to the Captain.

Then there was a progranme about savi ng whal es.
They thought it was a good idea.

Then you could win lots of nmoney if you could put
up with the game show s host and not, for exanple,
choke himwith a cuddly toy and run away.

There was the News. The wal ki ng desert again, and
pi ctures of bombs being dropped down eneny
chi meys with pin-point precision. And Sport.

And then .

Al right. Let's see.

He swi tched on

Yes. Space. And nore space

No ScreeVee anywhere.

Hang on, he thought. They're all in the big fleet,
aren't they. Followi ng ne. They foll owed nme out of -
out of - out of gane space. You nust be able to get
there fromhere, if you keep going |ong enough. In the
right direction, too.

Whi ch way did | go?

Can | catch nysel f up?

Can anyone el se catch nme up?

He wat ched the screen for a while. It was even nore
boring than the quiz show.

Sooner or later he'd have to go to sleep. He'd thought
hard about this, while A abama Smith was being chased
by bad guys through a native market-pl ace

Johnny had a theory about these market-pl aces.
Every spy filmand every adventure had a chase through
the native market-place, with lots of hunorous
ri ckshaws crashing into stalls and tabl es being knocked
over and chi ckens squawki ng, and the theory was: it
was the same market-place every tine. It always | ooked
the sane. There was probably a stall hol der somewhere
who was getting very fed up with it

Anyway. . .

He' d take his camera.

He went to bed early with the camera strap wound
around his wist. Caneras didn't dream

The ship snelled human.
There were no al arnms, no hi ssing noises.
I ' m back, thought Johnny.



And there was the ScreeWee fleet, spread out across
t he sky behind him

And the camera, with its strap wapped around his
arm He untangled it quickly and took a photo of the
fleet. It whined out of the machine after a few seconds.
He held it under his armpit for a monent, and it
gradual |y faded up. Yep. The fleet. If he could get it
back, he'd have proof.

There was a red light flashing beside the screen on the
consol e. Soneone wanted to talk to him He flicked the
Swi t ch.

"W saw your ship explode,' canme the voice of the Cap-
tain. The screen crackled for a nonment, and then
showed her face. It | ooked concerned. 'And then it
returned again. You are alive?

'Yes,' said Johnny, and then added, '| think so.'
"Excuse me. | rnust ask. Wat happens to you?'

' What ?'

"When you . . . go.

Johnny thought: What do | tell her? |I stay awake
in school. | stay in ny rooma lot. | hang out with
Wobbl er and the others. W hang around in the mall,
or in the park, or in one another's houses, although not
nmy house at the nonent because of Trying Tines, and
say things like "I'"'mtotally splanked" even though we're
not sure what they nean. Sonetimes we go to the
cinema. We live in Blackbury, nost excellent city of
cool .

I must have the nost boring life in the entire
uni verse. | expect there's blobs |iving under rocks on
Neptune that have a nmore interesting life than ne .

'"It'"d be too hard to explain,' he said. 'I-'

There was a ping fromthe radar.

"I have to go,' he said, feeling a bit relieved. Facing
someone el se in nortal conbat was better than trying
to tell a giant newt about Trying Tines.

There was a ship coming in fast. It didn't seemto
notice him Its screen nmust be full of ScreeWe ships.

It was in the niddle of his targeting grid. Around
him the starship humed. He could feel the power
under his thunb. Press the button and a nmillion volts
or anps or sonething of white-hot |aser power would
crackl e out and -

Hi s thunmb trenbl ed

It didn't seemto want to nove.

But no-one dies! he told hinself. There's just sone-
one somewhere sitting in their roomin front of a
conputer! That's what it looks like to them It's al
just sonething on a screen! No-one really dies!

| can fire right into his retro-tubes w th pin-point
pr eci si on!

No-one real ly dies!

The ship roared past himand onwards, towards the
fleet.

On the radar screen he saw two white dots, which
meant that it had fired a couple of mssiles. They
streaked towards one of the smaller ScreeWe ships,
with the attacker close behind them firing as he went.

The ScreeWe burst into flanme. Johnny knew you
shoul dn't be able to hear sound in space, but he did hear



it - along, low runble, washing across the stars.

The human ship turned in a long curve and cane
back for another run

The Captain's face appeared on the screen
"W have surrendered! This nmust not be all owed!'’

"I"'msorry, 1-'
"You nust stop this now'

Johnny let his own ship accelerate while he tried to
adj ust the m crophone.

"Gane player! Game player! Stop now Stop now
or -

O what, he thought - or I'll shout 'stop' again?
He raised his thunb over the Fire button, took aim
at the intruder
"Pleasel | nmean it!’

It was plunging on towards another ship, taking no
noti ce of him

"Al'l right, then-'

Bl inding blue Iight flashed across his vision. He shut
his eyes and still the light was there, purple in the
dar kness. When he opened them again the ship ahead
of himwas just an expanding cloud of glittering dust.

He turned in his seat. The Captain's ship was right
behi nd him He could see its guns gl ow ng.

They never did this in the game. They had nuch
nore firepower than you, but they used it stupidly.
It had to be like that. You could only wi n agai nst
hundreds of alien ships if they had the same grasp of
gunnery techni ques as the comobn cucunber.

This time, every gun had fired at exactly the sane

tine.

The Captain's face appeared on the screen
"I amsorry.

'What ? What happened?’

"It will not happen again, | pronise you.'

'What happened?’

There was silence. The Captain appeared to be | ook-
i ng at sonet hing beyond the canera range.

' There was an unaut horized firing,' she said. 'Those
responsible will be dealt with.'

"I was going after that ship,' said Johnny, uncertainly.

Yes. It is to be hoped that another time you can do so before
one of ny ships is destroyed.'

"I"'msorry. I - 1 didn't want to fire. It's not easy,
shooti ng anot her ship.'

'How strange that a human should say that Cearly the
Space | nvaders shot thensel ves?'

'What do you nean?'

"Were they doing you any harn®

'Look, you've got the wong idea,' said Johnny.
"W're not really like that!'

' Excuse me. Things appear differently fromwhere | sit.’

It woul d have been better if she had shouted, but she
didn't. Johnny could have dealt with it if she had been
angry. Instead, she just sounded tired and sad. It was
the sane tone of voice in which she'd spoken about the
Space | nvaders w eckage.

But he found he was quite angry too.

She coul dn't be tal king about him

He picked spiders out of the bath, even if they'd got



soapy and didn't have much of a chance. Yet she'd
| ooked at himas if he was Ghengiz the Hun or sone-

one . . . after blowing a ship into bits.
"I didn't ask for this, you know | was just playing
a gane! |'ve got problens of ny own! | ought to be

getting a good night's sleep! That's very inportant at
nmy age! Why ne?'

"Way not ?'

"Well, | don't see why | should have to be told how
nasty we are! You shoot at us as well!’

' Sel f-defence."’

'"No! Often you shoot first!'

'"Wth humans, we have often found it essential to get our
sel f-defence in as soon as possible.’

"Well, | don't like it! Find sonmeone el sel’

He switched off the screen and turned his ship away
fromthe fleet. He half expected the Captain to send
some fighters after him but she did not. She didn't do
anyt hi ng.

Soon the fleet was nmerely a large collection of yell ow
dots on the radar screen

Hah! Wel |

They could find their own way honme. It wasn't as
i f they needed himany nore. The gane was rui ned.

Who was going to spend hours | ooking at stars?
They' d have to nmanage without him

Serve themright. He was doing things for them and
they were only news.

Cccasionally a star went past. You didn't get stars
goi ng past in real space. But they had to put themin
conput er ganmes so that people didn't think they' d got
somet hing |i ke Whbbl er's Journey to Al pha Centauri

Interesting point. Wiere was he goi ng?

The radar screen went bing.

There were ships headi ng towards him The dots
were green. That neant 'friendly' . But the missiles
streaki ng ahead of themdidn't ook friendly at all

Hang on, hang on - what col our was he on their
radar ?

That was inportant. Friendly ships were green and
eneny ships were yellow. He was a starship. A human
starship.

But on thc other hand, he'd been on the sanme side as
the ScreeWee, so he mi ght show up-

He grabbed the mi crophone and got as far as 'Um
|I' before the rest of the sentence was spread out, very

thin, very small, against the stars.
He woke up
It was 6:3=.

His throat felt cold.

He wondered why peopl e made such a fuss about
dreanms. Dream Boat. Dream River. Dream A Little
Dream But when you got right down to it dreans
were often horrible, and they felt real. Dreans always
started out well and then they went wong, no matter
what you did. You couldn't trust dreans.

And he'd left the alarmset, even though this was
Sunday and there was nothing to do on a Sunday. No-
one el se would be up for hours. it'd be a couple of hours



even before Bignac's brother delivered the paper, or at
| east delivered the wong paper. And he was all stiff
fromsitting at the conputer, which wasn't sw tched

on.

Maybe toni ght he'd put sone stuff on the floor to
wake hi m up.

He went back to bed, and switched the bl anket on
He stared at the ceiling for a while. There was stil
a nodel Space Shuttle up there. But one of the two bits
of cotton had come away fromthe drawing pin, so it
hung down in a permanent nosedive.

There was sonething in the bed. He funbl ed under
the covers and pulled out his camera.

Wi ch neant

Sonme nmore funbling found a rectangl e of shiny
paper .

He | ooked at it.

Vel l, yes. Huh. What'd he expect?

He got up again and turned the conputer on, then
lay in bed so that he could watch the screen. Still nore
fake stars drifted past.

Maybe ot her people were doing this, too. Al over
the country. Al over the world, maybe. Maybe not
every computer showed the sane piece of gane space,
so that some people were closer to the fleet than others.
O maybe sone people were just persistent, |ike
Wobbl er, and woul dn't be beaten

You saw people like that in J& Software, some-
times. They'd have a go at whatever new gane old
Patel had put on the machine, get blown to bits or eaten
or whatever, which was what happened to you on your
first time, and then you couldn't get rid of themwth
a crowbar. You learned a bit nore, and then you died.
That's how ganmes worked. Peopl e got worked up
They had to beat some game, in the sane way that
Wobbl er woul d spend weeks trying to beat a program
Sone people took it personally when they were bl own
to bits.

So the ships he'd seen, then, were the ones who
woul dn't give up.

But the Captain hadn't been at all grateful to him
It wasn't fair, making himfeel |ike some kind of
monster. As if he'd |like shooting anyone in cold bl ood!
They'd just totally destroyed another ship. OK it was
attacking themafter they had surrendered, but after al
it was a only a gane .

Except, of course, it wasn't a gane to the ScreeWe.

And they'd surrendered.

That didn't nmake them his responsibility, did it? Not
the whole time? It had been OK for a little while, but
he was getting tired of it.

He padded downstairs in the darkened house and
pul | ed the encyclopedia off its shelf under the video. It
had been bought |ast year froma man at the door
who' d persuaded Johnny's father that it was a good
encycl opedi a because it had a |lot of colour pictures in
it. It did have a lot of colour pictures init. You could
grow up knowi ng what everything | ooked like, if
you didn't mnd not know ng much about what it
was.



After ten minutes with the index he got as far as
prisoners of war, and eventually to the Geneva Conven-
tion. It wasn't something you could illustrate with big
coloured pictures so there wasn't nuch about it, but
what there was he read with interest.

It was amazi ng.

He' d al ways thought that prisoners were, well,
prisoners - you hadn't actually killed them so they
ought to think thenselves lucky. But it turned out that
you had to give themthe sane food as your own
sol diers, and | ook after them and generally keep them
safe. Even if they'd just bonbed a whole city you had
to help themout of their crashed plane, give them
nmedi ci ne, and treat them properly.

Johnny stared at the page. It was weird. The people
who'd witten the encyclopedia - it said inside the cover
that they were the Universal Wnder Know edge Data
Printing Inc, of Power Cable, Nebraska - had shoved
in all these pictures of parrots and stuff because they
were the Natural Wnders of the Wrld, when what
was really strange was that hunman bei ngs had cone up
with an idea like this. It was like finding a tiny bit of
the Mddle Ages in the mddle of all the mssiles and
t hi ngs.

Johnny knew about the M ddl e Ages because of
doing his essay on 'Wat it felt like to be a peasant in
the Mddl e Ages'. 'When a knight fell off his horse in
battle the other side weren't allowed to open himup
with a can opener and torture him but had to | ook after
hi m and send hi m back hone after a while, although
they were allowed to charge for the service.

On the whole, the ScreeWe were letting himoff
lightly. According to the Geneva Convention, he
ought to be feeding all of themas well.

He put the book back and turned the tel evision on

That was odd. Sonmeone was conpl ai ni ng that the
enenmy were putting prisoners of war in buildings that
m ght be bonbed, so that they coul d be bombed by
their own side. That was a barbaric thing, said the man.
Everyone el se in the studio agreed.

So did Johnny, in a way. But he wondered bow he
woul d expl ain sonething like this to the Captain.
Everything nade sense a bit at a tine. It was just when
you tried to think of it all at once that it came out
wWr ong.

There was too nuch war on television now He felt
it was time to start showi ng sonet hing el se.

He went out into the kitchen and nmade hinsel f sone
toast, and then tried to scrape the burnt bits off quietly
so as not to wake people up. He took the toast and the
encycl opedi a upstairs and got back into bed.

To pass the tine he read sonme nore about Switzer-
| and, which was where Geneva was. Every nman in the
country had to do arny training and keep a gun at
hone, it said. But Switzerland never fought anyone.

Per haps that made sense sonmewhere. And what the
country used to be known for was designing intricate
and i ngeni ous nmechani cal masterpieces that nmade a
little wooden bird cone out and go cuckoo.
After a while he dozed off, and didn't dream at all



On the screen the fake stars drifted by. After an hour
or so a yellow dot appeared in the very centre. After
anot her hour it grew slightly bigger, enough to be seen
as a cluster of smaller yell ow dots.
Then Johnny's nother, who had come to see where
he was, tucked himup and switched it off.
"I cannot believe this! Wy can't we fight!'

5
If Not You, Who El se?

There was a constant snell of snoke and burnt plastic
in the ship now, the Captain noticed. The air condi-
tioners couldn't get rid of it any nore. Some of the
snoke and burned plastic was the air conditioners.
She could feel the eyes of her officers on her. She
didn't know how many of them she could count on.
She got the feeling that she wasn't very popul ar.
She | ooked up into the eyes of the Gunnery Oficer.
" You di sobeyed ny orders,' she repeated.
The Gunnery O ficer | ooked around the control -
roomw th an air of injured innocence.
'"But we were being attacked,' he said. 'They fired the
first shots.'
'l said that we would not fire,' said the Captain, try-
ing to ignore the background nurnur of agreement. "I
gave nmy word to the Chosen One. He was about to
fire.'
"But he did not,' said the Gunnery O ficer. 'He
nmerely watched."'
'He was about to fire.'
"About is too late. The tanker Kreewhea is destroyed.
Along with hal f our canpaign provisions, | should
add . . . Captain,' said the Gunnery O ficer.
"Neverthel ess, an order was directly di sobeyed.’
The Captain pointed out of the wi ndow The fl eet
was passing several nore ships of the ancient Space
I nvader race.
' They fought,' she said. 'Endlessly. And | ook at them
now. And they were only the first. Renmenber what
happened to the Vortiroids? And the Meggazzoi ds?
And the d axoticon? Do you want to be |ike then?
"Hah. They were primtive. Very low resolution.’
"But there were many of them And they still died.’
"If we are going to die, | for one would rather die
fighting,' said the Gunnery Officer. This tinme the nur-
mur was a | ot |ouder.
"You woul d still be dead,' said the Captain.
She thought: There'll be a mutiny if | shoot himor
imprison him | can't fine himbecause none of us
have been paid. | can't confine himto his quarters
because.., she hated to think this.. . we mght need
him at the end.
'You are severely reprimnded,' she said.
The Gunnery O ficer smrked.
"It will go on your record,' the Captain added.
"Since we will not escape alive-' the Gunnery



O ficer began.

"That is ny responsibility,' said the Captain. 'You are
di smi ssed."

The GQunnery O ficer glared at her.

'When we get home-'

'Ch?' said the Captain. 'Now you think we will get
home?'

By early eveni ng Johnny's tenperature was a hundred
and two, and he was suffering fromwhat his nother
call ed Sunday night flu. He was Ilying in the lovely
warm gl ow t hat conmes from knowi ng that, whatever
happens, there'll be no school tonorrow.

The backs of his eyeballs felt itchy. The insides of his
el bows felt hot.

It was what cane of spending all his time in front of
a conputer, he'd been told, instead of in the healthy
fresh air. He couldn't quite see this, even in his itchy-
eyebal | state. Surely the fresh air would have been
worse? But in his experience being ill always canme of
what ever you'd been doing. Parents woul d probably
manage to say it cane of taking vitam ns and w apping
up nice and warm He'd probably get an appoi nt nent
down at the health centre next Friday, since they
al ways |iked you to be good and ill by the tine you
cane, so that the doctors could be sure of what you'd got.

He could hear the TV downstairs. He spent twenty
m nut es wonderi ng whether to get out of bed to switch
on his old one, but when he noved there were purple
blurs in front of his eyes and an ongoing humin his ears.

He nust have managed it, though, because next tine
he | ooked it was on, and the col ours were nuch better
than usual . There were the newscasters - the black one
and the one who | ooked |like his glasses fitted under his
skin instead of over the top - and there was the studio,
just like normal

Except that it had the words ' ScreeVWee Var' in the
corner, where there were usually words |ike 'Budget
Shock' or '"Euro Sunmit'. He couldn't hear what people
wer e saying, but the screen switched to a map of space.
It was bl ack. That was the point of space. It was just
infinity, huge and black with one dot in it that was
everyt hi ng el se.

There was one stubby red arrow in the mddle of the
bl ackness. Several dozen bl ue ones were heading
towards it fromthe edge of the map. In one corner of
the map was a photo of a man talking into a phone.

Hang on, thought Johnny. |1'm al nost certain there
wasn't a BBC reporter with the ScreeWes. They'd
have said. Probably there isn't even a CNN one.

He still wasn't getting any sound, but he didn't really
need any. It was obvious that humans were closing in
on the fleet.

The scene changed. Now it showed a tent sone-
where, and there was the huge nman, standing in front
of another copy of the map.

This time the sound came up. He was sayi ng:

that Johnny? He's no fighter. He's no politician

He goes honme when the going gets tough. He runs out



on his obligations. But apart fromthat, hey, he's a rea
nice kid .

"That's not true!' Johnny shout ed.

"It isn't? said a voice behind him

He didn't | ook around i mrediately. By the sound of
it, the voice had come fromhis chair. And that was
much nore inpossible than the ScreeWe being on
tel evision. No-one could sit in that chair. It was full of
old T-shirts and books and supper plates and j unk.
There was a deep sock | ayer and possibly the Lost
Strawberry Yoghurt. No-one could sit down there
wi t hout special equi prent.

The Captain was, though. She seemed quite at hone.
He'd only ever seen her face on the screen. Now he
could see that she was about two netres long, but quite
thin - more like a fat snake with I egs than an alligator
or a newt. She had two thick, heavy pairs about half-
way down, and two pairs of thinner ones at the top
on a set of very conplicated shoul ders. Mst of her was
covered in a brown overall; the bits that stuck out - her
head, all eight hands or feet, and nost of her tail - were
yel | ow bronze, and covered in very small scal es.
"I'f you parked out in the road Ms Cannock opposite
will be really mad,' Johnny heard hinself say. 'She goes
mad about ny dad | eaving his car parked out in the road
and it's not even a thousand netres long. So this is an
hal l uci nation, isn't it?
'"OF course it is,' said the Captain. 'I'mnot sure that
real space and gane space are connected, except in your
head. "'
"I saw this filmonce where spaceships could go any-
where in the universe through wornhol es in space,"’
sai d Johnny. 'That means |'ve got a wornhole in ny
head?'
The Captain shrugged, which was a very interesting
sight in a being with four arns.
"Watch this,' she said. 'This is very inpressive.
expect this will be shown a lot.'
She pointed at the screen
It showed stars, and a dot in the distance. It got big-
er very quickly.
"I think I know that,' said Johnny. 'It's one of your
ships. The sort you get on level seven, isn't it?
'"The type, | think, will not matter for long,' said the
Captain quietly.
The ship was heading away fromthe canera. Its
rocket exhausts got larger and larger. 'The canera
seemed to be nounted on a
"M ssile? said Johnny weakly.
The screen went bl ank
Johnny t hought of the dead Space |nvader armada,
turning over and over in the frosty enptiness between
t he ganme stars.
"I don't want to know about it,' said Johnny. 'I don't
want you to tell nme how many ScreeWe there were
on board. | don't want you to tell me what happ-'

"No,' said the Captain, 'l expect you don't.'

"It's not ny fault! | can't help what people are
like!

'O course not.'



The Captain had a nasty way of talking in a reason-
abl e voi ce.

"We are under attack,' she said. 'Hunmans are attack-
ing us. Even though we have surrendered.’

"Yes, but you only surrendered to ne,' said Johnny.
"I"'mjust nme. It's not |like surrendering to a government
or sonmething. I'mnot inportant.'

'"On the contrary,' said the ScreeWe, 'you're the
saviour of civilization. You're all that stands between
your world and certain oblivion. You are the |ast hope.'

"But that's not . . real. That's just what it says at
the start of the game!'’

"And you did not believe it?

"Look, it always says sonething like that!’

'"Only you can save manki nd?' said the Captain.

"Yes, but it's not really true!’

"I'f not you, then who else?

'Look,' said Johnny. 'l have saved mankind. In the
gane, anyway. There aren't any ScreeWe attack-
ing any nore. People have to play it for hours to find
any.

The Captain sniled. The shrug had been i npressive.
But the Captain's nmouth was half a netre |ong.

"You humans are strange,' she said. 'You are warlike.
But you make rul es! Rules of war!’

"Sonmetines | think we don't always obey all those rules,"’
sai d Johnny.

Anot her four-armed shrug.

'Does that matter? Even to have nade such rules
You think all of life is a gane.'

The Captain pulled a small piece of silvery paper out
of a pocket of her overall.

" Your attackers have left us too short of food. So, by
your rules,' she said, 'I rmust ask for the follow ng: fifteen
tonnes of pressed wheat extractions treated with sucrose;
ten thousand litres of cold bovine lactation; twenty-five
tonnes of the baked wheat extraction containing grilled
bovi ne flesh and trace ingredients, along with chopped
and fried tubers and fried and corn-extract-coated rings
of vegetables of the alliumfamly; one tonne of crushed
nmustard seeds mixed with water and pernitted addi -
tives; three tonnes of exploded corn kernels coated with
lactic derivation; ten thousand litres of col oured water
cont ai ni ng sucrose and trace elenments; fifteen tonnes
of prepared and fermented wheat extract in vegetable
juice; one thousand tonnes of soured |lactic acid flavoured
with fruit extract. Daily. Thank you.'

" What ?'

' The food of your fighting nmen,' explained the
Capt ai n.

"Doesn't sound |ike food."'

"You are right,' said the Captain. "It is disgustingly
lacking in fresh vegetabl es and dangerously high in
car bohydrates and saturated fats. However, it appears
that this is what you eat.'

'"Me? | don't even know what that stuff is! Wat are
pressed wheat extractions treated with sucrose?'

"It said "Snappiflakes" on the packet,' said the
Capt ai n.

"Soured lactic acid?



' You had a banana yoghurt.'

Johnny's |ips noved as he tried to work this out.

"The grilled bovine flesh and all that stuff?

"A hanmburger and fries with fried onion rings.'

Johnny tried to sit up

"Are you saying that |1've got to go down to the shops
and get takeaway Junmboburgers for an entire alien
spacef| eet ?'

' Not exactly.'

"l should think not-'

"My Chief Engineer wants a Bucket of Chicken
Lunps.'

"What do ScreeWee usually eat?

"Normal ly we eat a kind of waterweed. It contains a
perfect bal ance of vitamins, mnerals and trace el enents
to ensure a healthy growth of scale and crest.’

' Then why-'
"But, as you would put it, it tastes |ike poo.'
] O,] 1

The Captain stood up. It was a beautiful novenent.
The ScreeWe body had no angles in it, apart fromthe
el bows and knees; she seenmed to be able to bend wher-
ever she want ed.

"And now | rnust return,' she said. 'l hope your
attack of minor germs will shortly be over. | could only
wi sh that ny attack of human bei ngs was as easily
cured.'

"Way aren't you fighting back?' said Johnny. 'l
know you can.

'"No. You are wrong. W have surrendered.'

'Yes, but-'

"W will not fire on human ships. Sooner or later, it
has to stop. W will run instead. Soneone gave us safe
conduct .’

The worst bit was that she didn't raise her voice
or accuse himof anything, she just made statenents.
Big, horrible statenents.

"Al'l right,' said Johnny, in a dull voice, 'but |I know

it's not real. I've got the flu. You get mld hallucina-
tions when you get the flu. Everyone knows that.
renmenmber | was ill once and all the floppy bunnies on

t he wal | paper started dancing about. This is like that.
You can't really know about this stuff. You're just in
ny head.'

"What difference does that make?' said the Captain.
She stepped out through the wall, and then poked her
head back into the room

' Remenber,' she said, 'only you can save mankind.'

"And | said | already-'

'ScreeWe is only the human nanme for us,' said the
Captain. 'Have you ever wondered what the ScreeWe
word for ScreeWe is?

He nust have slept, but he didn't dream He woke up
in the mddle of the afternoon

A huge ball of incandescent nuclear fire, heated to
mllions of degrees, was shining brightly in the sky.

The house was enpty. His nother had left hima
breakfast tray, which was to say that she'd put together
a new Snappi fl akes packet, a spoon, a bow and a note



saying "MIk in Fridge'. She'd also put her office phone
nunber on the bottom of the note. He knew what it

was anyway, but sonetines she used the phone nunber

i ke other people would use an El astopl ast.

He opened the packet and fished around inside. The
alien was in a hygienic little paper bag. It was yell ow,
and in fact did look a bit like the Captain, if you al nost
shut your eyes.

He wandered ai m essly through the roonms. There
die of the day. It was all wonen tal king to one anot her
on sofas. He sneaked a | ook out into the road, just in
case there were half-nile-long rocket-exhaust burns.

And then he went back upstairs and sat and stared at
the silent conputer.

K

So . . . you switch on. And there's the gane.

Sonehow it felt worse thinking about playing it by just

sitting in front of it now.

On the other hand, it was daytine, so nost people
woul d be at school or at |east keeping a low profile
somewhere. Johnny wasn't quite certain about gane
time and real tinme, but maybe the attacks stopped when
peopl e had to go to school ? But no, there were prob-
ably people playing it in Arerica or Australia or
sonewher e

Besi des, when you died in your sleep you woke up,
so what happens now if you die while you' re awake?

But the ScreeWe were getting sl aughtered out
there. O in there. O in here.

The Captain was stupid not to fire back

H s hand switched on the conputer w thout his
mnd really being aware of it.

The gane | ogo appeared. The nusic started up. The
same ol d nessage scrolled up the screen. He knew it by
heart. Savior of Civilization. Certain Oblivion

Only You Can Save Manki nd.

If Not You, Who Else?

He blinked. The nessage had scrolled off the top of
the screen. He couldn't have imagi ned that extra | ast
line . . . could he?

And then the same old stars.

He didn't touch the keyboard or the joystick. He
wasn't certain what direction he should be going in. On
t he whol e, straight on seened best. For hours.

He gl anced at the clock. It was just gone four
o' cl ock. People would be home from school now.

They' d be wat chi ng Cobbers and She'll Be Apples and
Moonee Ponds. Bi gmac woul d be watching with his

mout h open at his brother's. Wbbler would be watch-

ing while trying to rob some ot her poor conputer

ganes witer of his just rewards. Yo-less probably

woul dn't be paying nuch attention, exactly; it'd just be
on while he did his homework. Yo-less always did his
honmewor k when he got home from school and didn't

pay attention to anything else until it had been finished
to his satisfaction. But everyone watched Cobbers.

Except Johnny, today.

He felt vaguely proud of that. The tel evision was off.
He had other things to do.

Sonewhere in the last ten minutes he'd nade a deci -



sion. He wasn't sure exactly what it was, but he'd nade
it. So he had to see it through. Watever it was.

He went to the bathroomand had a go with the ther-
noneter. It was an el ectronic one that his nother had
bought froma catal ogue, and it also told the tine.
Everything in the catal ogue had a digital clock built in.
Even the golf unbrella that doubled as a Handy Picnic
Table. Even the thing for getting fluff out of socks.

"Away with Not Being Able to Know What the
Time is All the Time Blues,' said Johnny vaguely, and
stuck the thernometer in his nmouth for the required
twenty seconds.

H s tenperature was 16: 04°.

No wonder he felt cold.

He went back to bed with the thermoneter still in
his mouth and | ooked at the screen again.
Still just stars.

The rest of them woul d probably be down at the nall
now, unless Yo-less was trying for an A+ with his
honmewor k. Hangi ng out. WAiting for another day to
end.

He squinted at the thermoneter. It read 16: Or°.

Still nothing but stars on the screen ..

6
Chi cken Lunps I n Space

He woke up. The famliar snmell of the starship tickled

his nose. He cast his eyes over the control panel. He was
getting a bit nore fanmiliar with it now

Right. So he was back in real life again. Wen he got

back to. . . when he got back to. . He'd have to have

a word with the medics about this odd recurring dream

that he was a boy in-

No! he thought. I"'mme! Not a pilot in a conputer

gane! If | start thinking like that then I'Il really die! GCot
to take charge!

Then he noticed the other ships on the screen. He
was still along way fromthe fleet, of course. But there
were three other ships spread out neatly behind him
in convoy. They were bigger and fatter than his and,
insofar as it was possible to do this in space, they seened
to wall ow rather than fly.

He hit the Comuni cations button. A plunmp face
appeared on the screen
' Wobbl er ?'

Johnny?

"What are you doing in ny head?

The on-screen Wbbl er | ooked around.

"Well, according to this little panel riveted on
the control thingy, I"'mflying a O ass Three Light
head?'

"I"'mnot sure,' said Johnny. By the main communica-
tion screen was another switch saying ' Conference
Facility'. He had a feeling he knew what it did.

Sure enough, when he pressed it Wbbler's face



drifted to the top left-hand corner of the screen
Yo-less's face appeared in the opposite corner, wth
Johnny's own head above it. The other corner stayed
bl ank.

Johnny tapped a button

'Bigmac?' he said. 'Yo-less?

Bi gnac' s face appeared in the bl ank. He appeared to
be wi pi ng his nouth.

' Checking the cargo?' said Johnny sarcastically.

"It's full of hamburgers!' said Bigmac, in a voice |ike
a good nonk who's just arrived in heaven and found
that all the sins of the flesh are allowed. 'Boxes and
boxes of hanmburgers! | mean millions! Wth fries. And
one Bucket of Chicken Lunps, it says here.’

"It says on this clipboard,' said Yo-less, "that I'mfly-
ing a lot of Prepared Corn and Weat Products. Shal
I go and see what they are?

'OK,' said Johnny. 'Then that nmeans you're driving
the m |k tanker, Wbbler.'

'Ch, yes. That's right. Bigmac gets burgers,

Wbbl er gets boring mlk,' noaned Wbbl er

Yo-1 ess's face reappeared.

"Back there it's breakfast cereals, mainly,' he said.
G ant - Junbo- Mega-Civil i zati on- Si zed boxes.'

' Then Bigmac'd better bring his ship between you
and Wbbbl er,' said Johnny briskly. "W can't risk a
col l'i sion.

' Snap, crackle. fababababBOOM' said Bi gnac and
Vobbl er.

'How can we?' said Yo-less. 'W're not dreaning.'

"KL KL Un So will we renmenber this when he
wakes up?'

"I don't think so. | think we're only here as projec-
tions fromhis own subconscious mnd," said Yo-I|ess.
'"He's just dreaming us.'

"You nmean we're not real?' said Bi gnac.

In

"I"'mnot sure if I'mreal,' said Johnny.

"It feels real,' said Whbbler. '"Snells real, too.'

' Tastes real,' said Bignac.

'Looks real,' said Yo-less. 'But he's only imagining

we're here. It's not really us. Just the us that's inside his
head. "'

Don't ask me, thought Johnny. You were al ways
best at this stuff.

"And |'ve just worked out, right,' said Yo-less, 'that
if we send in the boxtops fromevery single packet back
there we can get six thousand sets of saucepans, OK?
And twenty thousand books of football stickers and
fifty-seven thousand chances to win a Stylish Five-Door
Ford Sierra.'

The four ships lunbered on towards the distant fleet.
Johnny's starship could easily outdi stance the tankers,
so he flewin wide circles around them watching the
radar screen.

There was an occasional zip and sizzle from Wb-
bler's tanker. He was trying to take its conputer apart,
just in case there were any design innovations Johnny
m ght renenmber when he woke up.

Shi ps appeared on the screen. There was the big



dot of the fleet and, around the edges of the screen
A thought occurred to him

' Yo- | ess?

' Yeah?

'Have those things got any guns on?
"Er . . . what do they look like?

There's probably a red button on the joystick.'
Not got one on mne.'

'What about you, Wbbler? Bi gnac?'

' Nope. '

"Which one's the joystick? said Bignac.

It's the thing you're steering with.'

' Yeah, wi pe the nmustard off and have a | ook,' said
Yo- | ess.

"Nothing on it,' said Bignac.

Unar med, thought Johnny. And slow. One hit with
a mssile and Wobbler is sitting inside the biggest
cheese in the universe. Wat happens to people in ny
dr ean?

"Why does it al ways go w ong?

"I"ll just go on ahead,' he said, and pressed the Fast
but t on.

There were three players attacking the ScreeWe
fleet. It soon becanme two; Johnny had one in his sights
all the way in, curving away through the snoke-ring
of the explosion and heading for the next attacker so
fast that he was only just behind his own mssile.

It was going after the Captain's ship, and the player
wasn't paying attention to his radar. Another explo-
sion, already behind Johnny as he | ooked for the third
pl ayer.

Johnny realized he wasn't thinking about it. His eyes
and hands were doing all the work. He was just watch-
ing frominside.

The third player had spotted the tankers. It saw
him turned and actually managed to get sonme shots
away.

Oh, no. Johnny's mind whirred |like a nachine, judg-
i ng speed and di stance

He felt the ship buck under him but he held it steady
until the crosshairs merged.

Then he pressed his thunb down until a beeping
sound told himhe hadn't got anything nore to
fire.

After a while the red m st cleared. He found
t hought s slinking back into his mnd again. They
noved slowy, uncertain of where they were, |ike
people drifting back into a bonmbed city, picking
t hrough rubble, trying to find the old fam liar shapes.

There was a netallic taste in his nouth. His el bow
ached - he nust have banged it on sonething during
the turn.

He thought: No wonder we nmake rul es. The Cap-
tain thinks it's strange, but we don't. We know what
we'd be like if we didn't have rules.

A light flashed by the conmunication screen. Sone-
one wanted to talk to him He flicked a switch

The face of the Captain appeared.

"Halt, Johnny. \Wat an efficient technique.'

"Yes. But | had to-'



"OfF course. And | see you have brought some friends.'
' You said you needed food.'

"Even nore so now. That last attack was severe
"Aren't you firing at all?

'No. We have surrendered, | rem nd you. Besides, we mnust
not stop. Sonme of us at least will reach the Border.'

'Border?' said Johnny. 'l thought you were going to
a pl anet.'

"W nust cross the Border first. Beyond the Border we are
safe. Even you cannot follow us. If we fight, all of us die. If
we run, sone of us live.'

"I don't think humans can think like that,' said
Johnny. He gl anced out of the cockpit. The tankers
were getting nearer.

'You are mammal s. Fast. Hot-bl ooded. W are anphi -
bi ans. Col d-bl ooded. Slow. Logical. Sone of us will get
across. W breed fast. To us, it makes sense. To ne, it nakes
sense.

The Captain's image noved to a corner of the screen.
Wbbl er, Bi gnac and Yo-I|ess appeared in the other
three quarters.

'That was brilliant shooting,' said Bignmac. 'Wen
I"'min the arny-

'"There's a frog on ny screen,' said Wbbler

"It's - . - she's the Captain,' said Johnny.

"A woman in charge?' said Yo-I|ess.

'"No wonder the aliens always |ose,' said Wbbler
"You should see the side of nmy nmum s car

"Um She can hear you, | think. Don't use sexi st
| anguage,' said Johnny.

The Captain snil ed.

"I invite your conrades to unload their wel cone cargoes,"
she said.

They found out howto do it, eventually. The whol e
of the mddle of the tankers cane away as one unit.

Smal | ScreeWe ships, not nuch nore than a seat and

a pilot's bubble and a notor, nudged theminto the

hol ds of the biggest ships. Wthout them the tankers
were just a cockpit and engine and a big enpty network
of girders.

Johnny wat ched the tank from Yo-less's ship drift
gently through the hatch of the Captain's ship.

You get them out of the packet,' he said, 'and you sort of find

somet hing plastic falls into your bowl . . . well, it's just
a joke. It's not on purpose.
' Thank you.'

"If you save all the box tops you could probably wn
a Ford Sierra,' said Yo-less. There was a slight trenble
in his voice as he tried to sound |ike soneone who
talked to aliens every day. 'You could get your photo
in Conpetitor's Journal,' he added.
' That woul d be very useful. Sonme of the corridors in this
ship are very long.'
"Don't be daft,' said Bigmac. 'He'd - she'd never get
t he spares.'
'"Real ly? In that case we shall have to go for the six thou-
sand set of saucepans,' said the Captain.
'How do we get back?' said Wbbl er
'"How did you get here?



Wbbl er frowned.

"How did we get here?" he said. 'One mnute
was . . . was . . . and then here | was. Here we
ver e.

'"Come to that, where did all the mlk and burgers
cone fron?' said Bignmac

"It's all right," said Yo-less. 'l told you. W're not
really here anyway. We're just anxiety projections. |
read about it in a book.'

"That's a relief, then,' said Whbbler. 'That's worth

knowi ng when you're a billion mles out in space.
Anyway . . . so how do we get back?

"I don't know,' said Johnny. 'I| generally do it by
dyi ng."

"I's there sone other way?' said Yo-less, after a |ong,
t hought ful pause.

"You don't have to die to get out,' said Johnny. 'I think you can
probably just fly back. I'mnot definitely sure any harm

can come to you. You're not playing. . . in your heads,

I nean.'

"Wl l-' Wbbl er began

"But | should go soon, if |I was you,' said Johnny.
'Before sone nore players arrive.'

'"W'd stay and hel p,' said Whbbler, 'but there's no
guns on these things, you see.

He sounded worri ed.

"Yeah. Silly of me not to have dreamed of any,' said
Johnny, kindly.

"Yo-less mght be right and we're just stuff in your
head,' said Wbbler. 'But even people in dreans don't

want to die, | expect.'
'Ri ght.
"You going to be in school tonorrow?
"M ght be.’
"Right. Wll, then . . . chow'
' See you.

"You hang in there, right, Johnny?' said Yo-Iless
anxi ously.

"Il try to.'
'Yeah, give themaliens hell, ny man!' said Bignmac,
as the tankers turned.
Johnny could hear themstill talking as the three ships

accel erated away.
'That was a foe-par, Bigmac. Johnny's on the aliens
si de!"
"What ? You nean they're on our side?
"No, they're on their side. And so is he.'
"Wiose side are we on, then?
"We're on his side.’
'"Ch. Right. Er. Yo-less?
' What ?'
'So who's on our side?
'"Eh? He is, | suppose.'
'"So is there anyone on the other side?
The shi ps becane dots on the radar, and then
vani shed of f the edge of the screen
Where to, Johnny had no idea.
| may have wi shed them here, or dreanmed them or
something. But | nustn't do it again. Maybe they're
not really here, but I don't want to see my friends die.



| don't want to see anybody die.

At least I'mon ny side.

He scanned the sky. After a while the Captain said:
'You are not | eaving?

"Not yet.'

"Until you die, you nean.'

Johnny shrugged.

"It's the only way out,' he said. 'Fight until you die.
That's how all ganes go. You just hope you can get a
bit further each tine.'

There were still no nore attackers on the screen. The
fleet looked as if it wasn't nmoving, but it had built up
quite a speed. Every second was taking it further from
gane space. Every second nmeant that fewer and fewer
pl ayers woul d have the patience or determ nation to go
on |l ooking for it.

He hel ped hinmself to some of the horrible nourishing
soup fromits spigot.

Johnny?

' Yes?'

"I believe | upset you some tinme ago by suggesting that
humans are bl oodt hirsty and dangerous

"Vell. Yes. Abit.'

"In that case . . . | wuld like to say . . . | amgrateful

"l don't understand.’

' That you are on our side.'

"Yes, but 1'mnot bloodthirsty.'

"Then | think perhaps a little while ago sonmeone el se nust
have been flying your ship?

"No. It's hard to explain it to you,' said Johnny. First

of all, he'd have to be able to explain it to hinself.
"Shall | enbark upon a less troubling topic of conversation?
'You don't have to,' said Johnny. 'l nean, you're in

charge. You nust have things to do.'
' Ch, spaceships fly thenselves,' said the Captain. 'They
keep going until they hit things. There is little to do. Tend

t he wounded and so on. | seldom have a chance to talk to
humans. So . . . What is sexist?
' What ?'

"It was a word you used.’
"Ch, that. It just means you should treat people as
peopl e and, you know . . . not just assune girls can't
do stuff. We got a talk about it at school. There's lots
of stuff nmost girls can't do, but you' ve got to pretend
they can, so that nmore of themwll. That's all of it,
really.’
"Presumably there's, uh, stuff boys can't do?
"Ch. yeah. But that's just girls' stuff,' said Johnny.
" Anyway, sone girls go and becone engi neers and
t hi ngs, so they can do proper stuff if they want.'
"Transcend the limtations of their sex. Qutdo the other sex,
even. Yes. It is nmuch the sane with us. Some individuals show
an awe inspiring desire to succeed, to nake a career in a field
not traditionally considered to be appropriate to their gender.'’
' You, you nean,' said Johnny.
"I was referring to the Gunnery Oficer.'
"But he's a man - | nean, a nale.'
'"Yes. Traditionally, ScreeWe warriors are fenmale. They
are nore inclined to fight. Qur ancestors used to have to fight
to protect their breeding pond. The nales do not do battle. But



in his case-
A speck appeared on the radar.

Johnny put down his cup and watched it carefully.

Normal |y, players headed straight for the fleet. This
one didn't. It hovered right on the edge of the screen
and stayed there, keeping pace with the ScreeWe shi ps.

After a while, another dot appeared fromthe sane
direction, and kept on com ng.

This one at |east |ooked |ike just another player
There was a nasty equation at the back of Johnny's
mnd. It concerned missiles. There were the six missiles
per level in Only You Can Save Mankind. Once you'd
fired them that was it. So the |onger he stayed alive,
the less he had to fight with. But all the attacking
pl ayers woul d have six mssiles each. He'd only got four
now. Wen they were gone, it'd just be guns. One
mssile in the right place would bl ow hi mup. Losing
was kind of built-in, in the circunstances.

The attacker came on. But Johnny kept finding his
gaze creeping to the dot at the edge of the screen
Sonehow it had a watchful |ook, Iike a shark trailing
a | eaky airbed.

He switched on the conmuni cator

" Attacking ship! Attacking ship! Stop now'

They can't speak, Johnny thought. They're only a
pl ayer, they're not in the gane. They can't speak and
they can't listen

He found he'd automatically targeted a missile on the
approaching dot. But that couldn't be the only way.

Sooner or later you had to talk, even if it was only
because you'd run out of things to throw

The attacker fired a missile. It streaked past Johnny
and away, heading on into enpty space.

Not real, Johnny thought. You have to think they're
not real. Qtherw se you can't do it

"Attacking ship! This is your |ast chance! Look, I
mean it!’

He pressed the button. The ship juddered slightly as
a mssile took off. The attacker was noving fast. So was
the mssile. They nmet and becane an expanding red
cloud. It drifted around Johnny's ship |like a snoke ring.

Soneone, somewhere, was blinking at their screen
and probably swearing. He hoped.

The dot was still on the edge of the screen. It was
irritating him like an itch in a place he couldn't scratch
Because that wasn't how you were supposed to play.
You spotted sone aliens and you shot at them That
was what the game was supposed to be about.

Lurking in the distance and just watching made him
uneasy. It looked like the kind of thing people would
do if they were . . . well

taking it seriously.

The Captain sat in front of her desk, watching the big
screen. She was chew ng. Anything was better than
wat erweed, even - she | ooked at the packet - even
Sugar - Frosted Corn Crackles in cold bovine |actation.
Sweet and crunchy, but with odd hard bits in.

She inserted a claw into her nouth and poked around
anong her teeth until she found the offendi ng object.



She pulled it out and | ooked at it.

It was green, and had four arnms. Mst of themwere
hol di ng sone sort of weapon.

She wondered agai n what these things were. The
Chi ef Medical Oficer had suggested that they were, in
fact, some sort of vermin which invaded food sources.
There was a theory anong the crew that they were
things to do with religion. Oferings to food gods,
per haps?

She put it carefully on one side of her desk. In the
right light, she thought, it |ooked a bit like the Gun-
nery Officer.

Then she opened the little cage beside the bow and
| et her birds out.

There had been things very like alligators anong the
ScreeWee' s di stant ancestors, and sone habits had been
handed down. The Captai n opened her nmouth fully,
whi ch made her | ower and upper jaws npbve apart in a
way that woul d make a human's eyes water.

The birds hopped in, and began to cl ean her teeth.
One of themfound a small piece of plastic ray-gun

The wat ching ship was noving, still keeping at a
great distance, travelling around the fleet in a wide cir-
cle. It had watched one nore attacker cone in; Johnny
had got rid of this one with a mssile and sone shots.
al though a flashing red Iight on the panel was sug-
gesting that sonething, sonewhere, wasn't working
any nore. Probably those secondary punps again.
He found he was turning the ship all the time to keep
the distant dot in front of him
Johnny?
It was the Captain.
'Yes? Are you watching it?
"Yes. It is noving between us and the Border. It is in our
direct line of flight now
"You can't sort of steer around it?
'There are nore than three hundred ships in the fleet That
may be difflcult.'
"It seens to be waiting for sonmething. I"Il. . . I'Il risk
going to have a | ook.'
He et his ship overtake the fleet and run ahead of it,
towards the distant dot.
It nade no attenpt to get out of his way.
It was a starship just like his own. In fact, in a
way . . . it was his starship. After all, there was only
one starship in the entire gane, the one You flew to
Save Manki nd. Everyone was flying the sane one
in a way.
It hung against the stars, as lifeless as a Space | nvader
Johnny nmoved a bit closer, until he could see the
cockpit and even the shape of a head inside. It had a
hel met on. Everyone did - it was on the cover of the
box. You wore a helnet in a starship. He didn't know
why. Maybe the designers thought you were likely to
fall off when you went round corners.
He tried the communi cator again.
"Hell 0? Can you hear ne?
There was not hi ng but the background hiss of the
uni ver se



"I"mpretty sure you can. |'ve got a feeling about it.
The tiny blob of the helnmet turned towards him
You could no nore see through the smoked gl ass of
the hel met than you could through a pair of sunglasses
fromthe outside, but he knew he was being stared
at .
"What are you waiting for?' said Johnny. 'Look, I
know you can hear nme, | don't want to have to-'
The other ship roared into life. It accel erated towards
the oncoming fleet on two | ances of blue light.
Johnny swore under his breath and kicked his
own engines into life. There was no hope of over-
taking the attacker. It had a head start, and a
starfighter's top speed was a starfighter's top speed.
It was just out of gun range. He raced al ong behind

Ahead, he could see sone of the big capital ships of
the fleet manoeuvring clunsily out of the way. They
spread out slowy, trying to avoid colliding with one
another. Seen fromthe front, it was |ike watching the
petals of a flower opening.

The attacker roared for the middle of the fleet. Then
it rolled gently and fired six missiles, one after another
A moment | ater, two of the small ScreeWe fighters
expl oded and one of the | arger ships spun around as it
was hit.

The attacker was al ready headi ng for another fighter
Johnny had to admit it - it was beautiful flying. He'd
never realized before how badly nost players flew
They flew |i ke people who Iived on the ground - from
right to left and up and down, woodenly. Like sonmeone
novi ng somet hing on a screen, in fact.

But the attacker rolled and twisted like a swallow in
flight. And every turn brought another ScreeWe ship
under its guns. Even if they had been firing back, it
woul dn't have been hit, except by accident. It pirouetted.

The Captain's face appeared on the screen
"You nmust stop this!'

"I"'mtrying! I'mtrying! Don't you think I'mtrying!’
The attacker turned. Johnny hadn't thought it was
possible for a starship to skid, but this one did. It paused
just for a monent as its jets slowed it down, and then
accel erated back the way it had cone.

Ri ght down his sights.

'Look, stop!' he shouted. He had a missile ready.

Why even bother to shout? Players coul dn't hear, they
only saw the gane on the screen-
'Who are you?

It was a very clear voice, and very human. The Cap-
tain sounded as though she'd | earned the | anguage out
of a book, but this voice was one that soneone had
really used since they were about one year old.

"You can hear ne!l’

'CGet out of the way, stupid!’

The two pilots stared at one another across a distance
that was getting smaller very, very fast.

I've heard that before, Johnny thought. That voice.
You can hear all the punctuation

They didn't crash - exactly. There was a grinding
noi se as each starship scraped the | ength of the other



ripping off fins, ripping open tanks, and then spun
drunkenly away.

The control panel in front of Johnny becane a mass
of red lights. There were cracks raci ng across the
cockpit.

"ldiot!" screaned the radio.

"It's all right,' said Johnny urgently. 'You just wake
up -
H s ship expl oded.

7
The Dark Tower

It was 16:34° by the thernoneter. Tinme was different
i n gane space

No matter how often you died, you never got used
toit. It wasn't as if you got better with pract-
She'd heard him |nside the gane.

He sat up

The ScreeWe were inside the gane because it was
their world. Wobbler and the rest hadn't really been in
it; he was pretty sure he'd just dreaned themin because
he needed soneone to pilot the food tankers.

But he'd heard her in Patel's. That ringing, sharp
voi ce, which made it very clear that its owner thought
everyone in the whole world was dimwi tted and had
to be talked to like a baby or a foreigner

On the screen, enpty space rolled onwards.

He had to find her. Apart from anything el se, no-one
who flew |ike that should be all owed anywhere near the
Scr ee\e.

Wbbl er' d probably know who she was.

He found the room novi ng around hi m when he
stood up. He probably really was ill, he thought.

Wl l, not surprising. What with Trying Ti mes and
stupid school and parents trying to be friends and
now having to save an entire alien race instead of..

He nade it to the hail and took the phone off its base
and brought it back upstairs. He'd just extended the
aerial when it rang.

"Um hello - Blackbury-two-three-nine-nine-eight-
zer 0- who' s-t hat - speaki ng- pl ease?

"I's that you? This is nme.'

"Ch. Hello, Wbbler.'

"You ill or sonething?

"Flu. Look, Wobbler-'

' You seen the papers today?

"No. Mum and Dad take themto work with them
Wbbl er -

"Thing in the papers about Gobi Software. Hang
on . . . says, "NO ENCOUNTERS OF THE
TVWENTY- FI RST KIND." That's the headline.’

Johnny hesitat ed.

"What does it say?' he said, very cautiously.

"What does "inundated" nean?

'S like "overwhel med",' said Johnny.



' Says that Gobi Software and conputer ganes shops
have been . . . inundated with conplaints about Only
You Can Save Manki nd. Because they made that offer of
five pounds if you shoot all the aliens, and it says people
aren't finding any aliens. And Gobi Software are in
troubl e because of the Trades Descriptions Act. And
t hey keep on using the word hacker,' said Wbbler, in
t he sneering tones of one who knows what a hacker
really is and knows that mpbst journalists don't. 'And
there's a quote fromA Rampa, president of Gobi. He
says they're recalling all the ganes, and if you send back
the original discs they'lIl send you a token for their
new game, Dodge City 1888. That got four stars in
FAAzzzz AAAP! .

'Yes, but you haven't got the original discs,' said
Johnny. 'You hardly ever have any original discs.'

"No, but | know the guy whose brother bought it,"'
sai d Wobbl er happily. '"So it was just a problemwth
the gane, right? You weren't nmental after all.’

"I never said | was nmental,' said Johnny.

"No, but . . . well, you know,' said Whbbler. He
sounded enbarrassed.

' Wobbl er ?'

' Yes?'

"You know that girl who was in Patel's?

'"Ch. her. What about her?

"D you know who she is?

' She's soneone's sister, | think.'

" Whose?'

' Goes to sone kind of special school for the term-
nally clever. She's called Kylie or Krystal or one of
t hose nmade-up nanmes. What do you want to know
for?

" Ch, nothing. Just because she conpl ai ned about the
gane in Patel's, | suppose. \Whose sister is she?

"Some guy called . . . oh . . . Plonker. Yeah. Friend
of Bigmac's. You sure you're all right?

'Yes. Fine. Cheers.'
' Cheers. You going to be in tonorrow?
' Spect so.'
' Cheers.'
' Cheers.

Bi gnac wasn't on the phone. Were Bigmac |ived,

peopl e hardly even got letters. Even nuggers were
frightened to go there. People tal ked about the Joshua
N Cl enment block in the sane way that they probably
Spani sh I nquisition's reception area.

The tower | oonmed all alone, black against the sky,
i ke sonmeone's |ast tooth.

There wasn't much el se around the place. There was
a row of boarded up shops, but you could see where
the fire had been. And there was a pub nmade out of
neon lights and red brick; it was called The Jolly
Far mer .

The tower had won an award in 1965, just before
bits had started falling off. It was always w ndy. Even
on the cal nest day, gales whistled icily through the
concrete corridors. The place was some kind of w nd
reservation. If the Joshua N denent block had existed



a few thousand years ago, people would have cone
fromall over the country to sacrifice to the wind god

Johnny's father called it Rottweil er Heights. Johnny
could hear them barking as he wal ked up the stairs (the
lifts had stopped working in 1966). Everyone in the
tower seened afraid, and nostly they seemed afraid of
one anot her.

Bi gnac lived on the fourteenth floor, with his
brother and his brother's girlfriend and a pit bull terrier
called dint. Bigmac's brother was reliably believed to
be in the job of nmoving video recorders around in an
i nformal way.

Johnny knocked cautiously, hoping to be |oud
enough to be heard by the people but quiet enough to
be mssed by dint. No such luck. A wall of sound
erupted from behind the door

After a while there was the clink of a chain and the
door opened a few centinetres. A suspicious eye
appeared at about the height an eye should be, while a
netre below there was a certain anount of confused
activity as dint tried to get both eyes and his teeth into
the sane narrow crack.

' Yeah?

"I's Bigmac in?

" Dunno.'

Johnny knew about this. There were only four
roonms in the flat. Bigmac's fanmly was huge and |ived
all over the town, and practically no menber of it knew
where any other nenmber was until they were quite sure
who was aski ng.

"It's me, Johnny Maxwell. At school .’

Adint was trying to push a fifteen-centinetre-w de
head t hrough a five-centinetre-w de hole.

"Ch. yeah.' Johnny felt that he was being carefully
surveyed. 'He's down the pub. Yeah.'

"Ch, right,' said Johnny in what he hoped was a nor-
mal voice. 'l nean, yeah.'

Bi gnac was thirteen. But the landlord of The Jolly
Farner was reputed to serve anyone who didn't actually
turn up on a tricycle.

H s way hone | ed back past the pub anyway. He
agoni zed a bit about going in. It was all right for
Bi gnac. Bi gnac had been born | ooki ng sevent een. But
Bi gnac turned out to be outside anyway, | eaning
agai nst the bonnet of a car. He had a couple of friends
with him They watched Johnny intently as he
approached, and the one who had been nonchal antly
fiddling with the car's door handl e stood up and gl ared.

Johnny tried to swagger a bit.

' Yeah, Johnny,' said Bigmac, in a vague kind of
way.

He's different here, Johnny thought. O der and
har der .

The other youths relaxed a little. Bigmac knew
Johnny. That made hi m acceptable, for now

"Don't often see you up here,' said Bignmac. 'You
dri nki ng now or what ?'

Johnny got the feeling that asking for a Coke woul d
definitely be bad for his street cred. He decided to
i gnore the question



"I"m 1l ooking for Plonker,' he said. 'Wbbler said you

know hi n®'
"What d'you want himfor?' said Bi gnac.
On the wall in school, or down at the mall, Bigmac

woul dn't have even asked. But there were different

rul es here. Like, in school Bigmac tried to hide how
good he was at nunmbers, and up here he had to hide his
ability to hold a normal conversation

Johnny saw a way t hrough

"Actually I"mlooking for his sister,' he said.

One of Bignac's friends sniggered.

Bi gnac took Johnny's armand led hima little way
of f.

"What'd you cone up here for?' he said. 'You
coul d' ve asked nme tonorrow. '’

"It's . . . inportant.'

' Bi gnmac! You coming or what?'

Bi gnac gl anced over his shoul der

"Can't,' he said. 'CGot to sort out sonething else.’
One of the kids said sonething to the other one, and
t hey both | aughed. Then they got into the car. After
alittle while it started up, bunped up on to the pave-
ment and of f again, and then accel erated into the night.
They heard the tyres screech as it turned the corner on
the wrong side of the road.

Bi gnac rel axed. Suddenly he was a | ot |ess tough
and a bit shorter, and nore |like the am able not-quite-
t hi cko Johnny had al ways known.

"Didn't you want to go with then?' said Johnny.

"You're a right nerd, aren't you,' said Bigmac, in a
friendly enough voice.

'Wbbl er says you have to say dweeb now, not nerd,’
sai d Johnny.

"l usually say di ckhead. Cone on, let's go,' said
Bi gnac. 'Cos there' |l probably be sonme unhappy
peopl e around here pretty soon. 'S their own fault for
| eaving a car here.'’

" What ?'
' Dweeb. You don't know nothing about real life,
you.'

"It's just games,' said Johnny, half to hinself. "Al dif-
ferent sorts. Bigmac?

Sonmewhere away in the distance a car horn wail ed,
and was suddenly cut off. Bigmac stopped wal ki ng.

The breeze blew his T-shirt against him so that 'Ter-
m nator' was superinposed on a chest that |ooked Iike
a toast rack.

"What ?' he said.

' Look, have you ever wondered what's real and what
isnt?

"Bl oody stupid thing to wonder,' said Bi gnmac.

1 W]y?l
'"Real s real. Everything else isn't.'
"What about, - well, dreans?

'"Nah. They're not real.'

' They' ve got to be sonething. Otherw se you couldn't
have them right?' said Johnny desperately.

"Yeah, but that's not the sane as really real.’

"Are people on television real?

' Cour se!’



"Wy're we treating themas a gane, then?

"You nmean . . . on the News-'

' Yes!'

"That's different. You can't have peopl e going
around doi ng what they like.'
" But we-'
" Anyway, space games aren't real,' said Bigmac. He
kept | ooki ng down the dark street.
Johnny relaxed a little.
"Are you real ?

"Dunno. Feel real. It's all crap anyway.
"What is?

'Everything. So who cares? Cone on, |'m going
back horne."

They strolled past what had been, in 1965. an
envi ronnental green space and was now a square of
dog- poi soned earth where the shopping trolleys went
to die.

"Plonker's a bit of a maniac,' said Bignac. 'Bit of a
wild man. Bit of a loony. Lives in a big posh house,

t hough. "'

" Wher e?

"Ch. in Tyne Avenue or Crescent or sonewhere,'’
sai d Bi gmac.

A blue light lit his face for a nonent as a police car
flashed past the end of the road, its siren dee-dahing into
t he di stance.

Bi gnac froze

"What's his real name?' said Johnny.

'Eh? Yeah. Carry. | think.'

Bi gnac was staring at the end of the road. The bl ue

light was still visible. It had stopped about half a mle
away; they could see it reflected off an advertising
hoar di ng.

"Just Carry?' said Johnny.

Bignac's face was wet in the light of the street |anps.

'M ght be Dunn,' said Bigmac. He shifted uneasily
fromone foot to the other

Anot her siren echoed around the night. An anbu-
| ance went past on the main road, ghostly under its
flashing light.

' Look, Bigmac-'

' Bugger off!’

Bi gnac turned and ran, his Doc Marten's crashing on
t he pavenent. Johnny wat ched hi m go. He thought of
all the things he should have said. He wasn't stupid.
Everyone knew what happened to cars around the dark
tower. \What could he say now?

And hi s body thought: You don't say anything. You
do something. It started running all by itself after his
friend, taking his brain with it.

Despite a bedroom full of weight-training equi prent
that woul d have been of considerable interest if the
poli ce had ever bothered much about a recent theft
down at the Sports Centre, Bigmac wasn't in rmuch of
a condition. He had been born out of condition. Johnny
caught himup on the bend.

"I told you. . . to . . . buggeroff! Nothing
todo . . . withyou!' said Bigmac. as they headed
towards the distant |ights.



'They crashed it, didn't they.'

'Nozzer's a good driver!'’

' Yeah? Good at going fast?

There was a crowd standing around at the traffic
lights further down the road. As they ran, another
anmbul ance overtook them and rocked to a halt. The
cromd parted. Johnny caught a glinpse of - well, not
a car, but maybe what a car would look like after trying
to be in the same place as a liquid-cement truck. It had ridden
up the pavenent and lay on its side. Its | oad was fast
becom ng the biggest brick in the world.

In the distance there was the screamof a fire engine,
getting nearer.

He grabbed Bignac's arm pulling himaround.
"I don't think you want to go any cl oser,' he said.
Bi gnac shook hinself free, just as the police nanaged
to lever the crunpled door open.

Bi gnac stared.

Then he turned, tottered over to a | ow garden wall
by the roadsi de, and was sick

When Johnny reached him his whol e body was shak-
ing, with cold and terror.

' Bugger you, | could have been in that, you-'
Bi gnac was sick again, all down the front of Arnold
Schwar zenegger. Johnny took his coat off and put it
over the other boy's shivering shoul ders.

"they kept goin' on at ne, | told them 1| said-'

'Yeah. Yeah, that's right,' said Johnny, | ooking
around. 'Look, you just sit here . . . there's a phone,
You just sit there, all right? You just-'
"Don't go away?

"What? Ch. Yes. Right. Come on then'

aick!

"Hello, this'

"Yo-less? It's Johnny.'
' Yes?'

"Your mumin the hospital tonight?

'"No, she's on days this week. Wy?

"Can you get her to bring her car down to
Wt heri dge Road?'

"What's up? You sound as if you've been’

'Look, shut up! Get her to do it, right? Please! It's
Bi gmac!"’

"What's up with hinP'
"Yo-less! This is inmportant! This is really inportant!’

' You know how she goes on when |-'
less I

"Ch, all right. Hey, is that a siren?

"W're in a phone box. You'd better get her to bring
a bl anket or sonething. And hurry up, it's dead snelly
in here.'

"That was a siren, wasn't it?

"Yes.'

He put the phone down.

Bi gnac wasn't being sick any nore. He hadn't got
anything to be sick with. He was just |eaning agai nst
t he door, shaki ng.

"She'll be along right away,' said Johnny, as cheer-
fully as he could manage. 'She's a ward sister. She



knows all about this stuff.’

Qut si de, one of the anbul ances drove away. Firenen
were all over the weck. Sone of themwere getting
equi prent of f the engine.

Bi gnac stared at the scene.

"They're probably fine,' lied Johnny. 'It's anmazing
how peopl e can’

" Johnny?'

' What ?'

'"No-one's fine who | ooked |ike that,' said Bigmac, in
a flat voice. 'There was blood all over.'’

"Vell

"My brother'Il kill me when he finds out. He said if
| have the cops round again he'll throw me out of the
wi ndow. He'll kill me if he finds out.'

'"He won't, then. You didn't do anything. W were
just hanging out and you felt ill. That's all."’

"He'll kill ne!'
"What for? No-one knows anything except ne, and
I don't know anything. | promse.’

It was gone ei ght when Johnny got honme. He left his
coat in the shed until he could sneak it in and sponge
it off, and said he'd been round at Yo-less's, which was
true, and was a pretty good way of avoidi ng questions,
because his parents approved of Yo-less on racial
grounds. To object to himbeing round at Yo-less's
woul d be Iike objecting to Yo-less. Yo-less was dead
handy.

Anyway, it wasn't as if anyone had cooked any
di nner. Ms Yo-less had nade hima hot chocol ate
when he was there, but he hadn't accepted a neal,
because that suggested you didn't have themall that
often at home and you didn't do that. She'd put Bi gmac
to bed. Bigmac with his skinhead haircut.

He m crowaved hinself sonething called a Pour-On
Genui ne Creol e Lasagne, which said it served four por-
tions. It did if you were dwarfs:

The phone went as he was carrying it upstairs. It was
Vobbl er.

"Yo-1less just rang ne.

'Ri ght.

"Way didn't you get themto put himin an
anmbul ance?' .

"Who with?

There was a nmonent of silence from Wbbler as he
worked this out. Then he said, 'Yuk.'

'"Right.’

" Anyway, people'd ask questions. Bigmac's been in
enough trouble as it is, what with his brother and one
t hi ng and anot her.'

'Ri ght.

BYE

'"CGot to go now, Wobbler. CGot to eat mny dinner
before it congeal s.'

He put the phone down on the tray, and | ooked at
it. There was sonething el se he was going to do. Wat
was it? Something, anyway.

The | asagne | ooked real. It | ooked as though soneone
had al ready eaten it once.



The Captain | ooked up.

Most of her officers were standing in front of her.
Except for the Gunnery Oficer, who was | ooking
smug, they all wore rather enbarrassed expressions.

"Yes?' said the Captain.

To her surprise, it wasn't the Gunnery O ficer who
spoke. It was the Navigation Oficer, a small and
i nof fensi ve ScreeWe who suffered from prematurely
sheddi ng scal es.

"Un "' she said.

'Yes?' said the Captain again.

"Un We - that is, all of us-' said the Navigation
Oficer, looking as if she wi shed she was sonmewhere
el se, '-we feel that, uh, the present course is, uh, an
unwi se one. Wth respect,' she added.

"In what way?' said the Captain. She could see the
GQunnery O ficer grinning behind the little ScreeWe.
No-one could grin like a ScreeWe - their nouths were
built for it.

"W, uh - that is, all of us - we are still being
attacked. And that |ast attack was a terrible one.’

The Chosen One stopped it, at the cost of his own
life,' said the Captain.

"Un He will return;' said the Navigation Oficer.
"Un Twenty of our people will not.'

The Captain wasn't really | ooking at her. She was
staring at the Gunnery O ficer, whose grin was now
wi de enough to hold a set of billiard balls and probably
the cue too.

He's been talking to them she told herself. Every-
one's on edge, no-one can think straight, and he's
talking to them | should have had hi mshot. They
woul dn't have liked it, but | could probably have
shout ed t hem down.

"So what is it you are suggesting?' she said.

"Un We - that is, all of us,' said the little ScreeWe,
with an inmploring glance at the Gunnery O ficer, 'we
feel we should turn and-'

"Fight?' said the Captain. 'Mke a | ast stand?'

"Un Yes. That's right.'

"And that's the feeling of all of you?

The of ficers nodded, one after another.

"Un Sorry. ma'am' said the Navigation Oficer.

' The others stood and fought,' said the Captain.
'The.. . Space Invaders. And the others. W' ve all seen
the wrecks. All they knew was how to attack. They
stood and fought, and fought and died.'

"W are dying too, um' said the Navigation Oficer.

"I know. | amsorry,' said the Captain. 'But nany are
living. And every mnute takes us further from danger.
W are so near the Border! If we stop . . . you know
what will happen. Game space will nove. The Border
will retreat. The humans will find us. And then they

will-"

Die,' said the Gunnery Oficer. 'And we shall win.
W shall give the humans the nmother of all battles.'
"Ah, yes,' said the Captain. 'Mther and grand-
not her of battles. Battles that breed nore battles.'

"And this is your |eader speaking,' sneered the Gun-



nery Oficer. 'The | eader of the fleet. It is pathetic.
Cowardl y."

'When we are hone-' the Captain began
"Hone? This is our home! We have no other! Al
this talk of the Border, and a planet of our own
Have any of us seen it? No! It's a |l egend. W shful
thinking. A dream W lie to ourselves. W make up
stories. The Chosen One. The Hero with a Thousand
Extra Lives! It's all dreans! W live and breed and die
on our ships. That is our destiny. There is no choice!’

8
Peace Tal ks, Peace Shouts

Johnny awoke in the starship.

Normal |y he was some way fromthe fleet, but this
time it was around him There were ScreeWe ships on
every side.

They were flying the wong way.

| mredi ately, a face appeared on the screen. Except
for a few differences on the crest, and a slight orange
tint to the scales, it mght have been the Captain.
"Calling the human ship.'

'Who are you?

"I amthe new Captain. These are ny instructions-'

'What happened to the old Captain?

'She is under arrest. These are ny instructions -
"Arrest? What for? What did she do?

"She did nothing. Listen to ne. You have sixty seconds to

get beyond range of our guns. For honour. After that, you will
be fired upon with extrene force."'

'Hang on-'
'"The count has started.'
' But -

"End of communication. Die, human.'
The screen went bl ank
Johnny stared at it.
It hadn't been a friendly face. The voice had sounded
as though it had | earned Human out of a book, just Iike
the real Captain. But in this case it had been a nasty
book. It al so sounded as though it bel onged to someone
who woul d count to sixty like this: 'One, two, three,
four, five, seven, eighteen, thirty-five, forty-nine, fifty-
eight, fifty-nine, sixty - firing, ready or not

H s ship jerked forward, ramrng himback in his
seat. That was one good thing about game space - you
could do the kind of turns and manouevres that, in rea
space, would | eave the human body | ooking like thin
pi nk lino across the cabin wal

The fleet slid past, dwindling to a collection of dots
behi nd him A couple of |aser beans crackl ed past, but
some way away; it |ooked as though they were trying
to frighten himoff rather than kill him

The ScreeWe had turned around. They were head-
i ng back deeper into ganme space. Why? They'd show



up on people's screens soon! There were al ways sone
pl ayers who'd go | ooking. Any day now sone kid'd
switch on his nmachine and there'd be wall-to-wall
ScreeWee, heading straight for him They weren't safe
even now. Yes - there were always some peopl e who'd

go | ooki ng
And there was a green dot ahead of him He recog-
nized the way it noved, |ike a dog creeping around the

edge of a sheep field.

He headed towards it.

Now he could remenber. You thought better in
gane space, too. It was as if he was nore himin gane
space. Krystal or Kylie or one of those made-up nanes,
Wobbl er had said. And Bignac said the other nane was
Dunn

He twirled the knob of the comunicator panel

"Krystal ?* he tried. 'Kylie? Kathryn? What ever?

There was just the hiss of the stars, and then: '"It's
Kirsty, actually.’

"Don't fire!' said Johnny, quickly.

'Who are you?

"Don't fire, first. Promse? | hate dying. It makes it
hard to think.'

The ot her ship had stopped being a dot now. I|f she
was going to fire, he was as good as dead - if dead was
good.

"Al'l right," she said, slowy. "No firing. Peace talk.
Now tell ne who you are.'

"I"'ma player, like you,' said Johnny.

"No you're not. None of the other players talk to
me. Anyway, you're on, their side. |'ve been watching
you.

"Not . . . exactly on their side,' said Johnny.

"Well, you're not on ny side,' said Kirsty. 'No-one
is.

'"Did they try to surrender to you too? | heard you
say in Patel's shop that they'd sent you a nessage.

There was another silence filled with the whispers of
the universe, and then a cautious voice: 'You' re not the
fat one who | ooks as though he could do with a bra,
are you?'

"No. Listen-' Johnny tapped his controls hurriedly.

' The bl ack one who | ooks |ike an accountant?

"No. Look-'

"Ch, no. . . not the skinny one with the big boots
and the pointy head .
'"No, I'mthe one who kind of hangs around and no-

one notices nuch,' said Johnny desperately.
"Who? | didn't see anyone. ~
"Right! That was me!’
' They surrendered to you?
"Yes!' Nunmber three missile went ping as it |ocked
on to her ship. Now for nunber four-
"But you're a nerd!’

Pi ng!

"I think it's dweeb now. Anyway, |'mnore than a
dweeb. '

Pi ng!

' \Why 2

"I"'ma dweeb with five mssiles targeted on you



"You said you weren't going to fire!'

"I haven't yet.'

"You said this was a peace tal k!’

"You did. Anyway, it is. It's just that I'm... kind
of shouting.'

If he concentrated, he thought he coul d hear nusic
i n the background when she spoke.

"You've really got mssiles targeted on ne?

"Yes.'

"I'"'mamazed you thought of it.'

"So am . Look, | don't want to shoot anyone: But
| need help. The fleet's turned round. They fired
at me!l'

"That's their job, dweeb. They fire at us, we fire at
them Wiy did they stop? It's no fun if they don't fire
back. "'

' They surrendered.’

'"They can't surrender. It's a gane.

"Well, they did. Sometines you change the gane. |
don't know, Kirsty!'

"Listen, | hate that nane!’

"I"ve got to call you sonmething,' said Johnny. '\What
do you call yoursel f?

"If you tell anyone else I'll kill you-'
"I thought you were planning to do that anyway.
"I don't nmean just kill you, | nean really kill you.'

"All right. What's your gane nane?
' Si gourney - you're |aughing!’

"I"'mnot! I"'mnot! It was a sneeze! Honest! No, it's
a. . . good nane. Very . . . appropriate
"It's just dream ng, anyway. |'mdream ng this.

You're dreanming this.'

'So what ? Doesn't nmake things uninmportant.’

There was sone nore silence with the scratchy sug-
gestion of nmusic in the background, and then: 'Ah-ha!
Whil e we' ve been talking, M Clever, |'ve targeted

m ssiles on you!'

Johnny shrugged, even though there was no way she
coul d see that.

'Doesn't matter. | thought you woul d, anyway. So
we kill each other. Then we'll have to go through al
this again. It's stupid. Don't you want to find out what
happens next ?

More scratchy nusic.

"I can hear scratchy nusic,' said Johnny.

"It's my WVl kman. '

"Clever. | wish I'd thought of that. | tried dreamn ng
nmy canera, but the pictures weren't any good. \Wat're
you listening to?

"Clnlay 4 Details - "Please Keep This Copy For
Your Records".'

There was anot her scratchy pause.

Then, as if she'd been thinking deeply, she said:
"Look, we can't be in the sane dream That can't
happen.

"W could find out. Where'd you live?

This time the pause went on for a long time. The
ScreeWee fleet appeared on the radar

'W'd better nmove,' said Johnny. 'They've started
firing. Something' s happened to the Captain. She's



the one that wanted peace in the first place. Look
| know you live in Tyne Avenue or Crescent or
sonewher e-'

' How cone we live so close?

"Dunno. Bad luck, | suppose. Look, they're going to
be in range soon-

'"No problem Then we shoot them'

"W'l | be killed. Anyway-'

'"So what? Dying's easy.'

"I know. It's living that's the problem' said Johnny,
meaning it. 'You don't sound |like someone who takes

t he easy way.

Clnlay 4 Details played on in the distance.
'So what do you have in m nd?

Johnny hesitated. He hadn't thought that far. The
new Captain didn't seemto want to talKk.

"Dunno. | just don't want any ScreeWe to get
killed.'

"Way not ?'

Because when they die, they die for real

"I just don't, OK?

Several fighters had left the fleet and were headi ng
pur poseful ly towards them

"I"'mgoing to try and talk one nore time,' he deci ded.
' Soreone must be listening.'

"Nerdy idea.'

"I"mnot rmuch good at the other kind.'

Johnny turned his ship and hit the Go-faster button
A few shots whiffled harm essly past himand did a | ot
of damage to enpty space

And then he was headi ng at maxi nrum speed towards
the fleet.

Musi c canme over the intercom

"Idiot! Dodge and dive! No wonder you get shot a
lot!’

He wi ggled the joystick. Sonething clipped one of
the starship's wings and expl oded behind him

"And you've got the fighters after you! Huh! You
can't even save yourself!'

Johnny didn't take his eyes off the fleet, which was
bounci ng around the sky as he flung his ship about in
an effort to avoid being shot at.

"You mght try to be sone hel p!' he shouted.
There was a boom behind him

"I am'

' You' re shooting thenf

"You're very hard to please, actually.'

The Captain tried the door of her cabin again. It was
still locked. And there was al nost certainly a guard in
the corridor outside. ScreeWe tended to obey orders,
even if they didn't like them The Gunnery Oficer was
very unusual

That, she thought bitterly, is what comes of pro-
moting a nmale. They're unreliable thinkers.

She | ooked around the cabin. She didn't want to be
init. She wanted to be outside it. But she was in it. She
needed a new i dea.

Humans seenmed nuch better at ideas. They al ways
seened to be on the verge of being totally insane, but



it seemed to work for them The inside of their heads
woul d be an interesting place to visit, but she wouldn't
want to live there.

How do you think [ike a human? Go i nto madness
first, probably, and then out the other side

"Listen! Listen! If you keep going this way, you'll al
be killed! You're going back into game space! People
like me will find you! You'll all be killed! That's how
it goes!'

And t hen he di ed.

It was 6.3 ~. He was lying on his bed with his clothes
on, but he still felt cold.

Bits and pieces of his . . . his previous life trickled
t hrough his mnd

Si gour ney!

Vel |, Yo-less would say that explained anyt hi ng.

And now it |ooked as if he'd be spending every night
wat chi ng the ScreeWe get killed.

It was bad enough fighting off people in ones and
twos. But they were just the ones who were weird or
| onely or bored enough to go | ooki ng. Wbbl er said
t housands of copies of the game had been sold. Even if
nost peopl e took them back to the shops, there'd
al ways be soneone playing. Once the ScreeWe turned
up again, the news woul d get around

And then, one day, |long after no-one played the
gane any nore, there'd be these broken ships, turning
over and over in the blank-screen darkness of gane
space.

And he couldn't stop it. Kir-, Sigourney was right.
That's what they were there for

It was Tuesday, too. It was Maths for nost of the
norni ng. And then English. He'd better wite a poem
at lunchtine. You could generally get away with a
poem

He got his jacket out of the shed and sponged it off
as best he could, and then propped it up by the heater
Then he investigated the fridge.

H s father had been doing the shopping again. You
could always tell. There were generally expensive
things in jars, and odd foreign vegetables. This tine
t here was Yoghurt Vindal oo and nore celery. No-one
in the house |iked celery nuch. It always ended up
goi ng brown. And his father never bought bread and
pot at oes. He seened to think that stuff |ike that just
grew in kitchens, |ike nushroons (although he al ways
bought mushrooms, if they were the special expensive
dried kind that | ooked |like bits of moul dy bark and
wer e picked by w zened old Frenchnen).

There was a carton of mlk which thunped when he
shook it.

Johnny found a cup in the ghastly cavern of the
di shwasher and rinsed it under the tap. At |east there
wasn't rmuch that could go wong with bl ack coffee.

He quite enjoyed the time by hinmself in the norn-
ings. The day was too early to have started going really
wWr ong.

The war was still on television. It was getting on his



nerves. It was worrying him You'd really think every-
one woul d have had enough by now.

Bi gnac was in school. He'd stayed the night at Yo-
less's. Ms Yo-less had washed out his clothes, even the
T-shirt with 'Blackbury Skins' on the back. It was a | ot
cleaner than it had ever been

He could feel Whbbler and Yo-less | ooking at him
with interest. So were one or two ot her people.

Later on, when they were in the mddle of the rush
whi ch neant that every pupil in the school had to wal k
all the way across the canmpus to be sonmewhere el se
Yo-1less said: 'Bignac said you pulled himout of the
weck. Did you?

"What ? He wasn't even-' Johnny paused.

It was amazing. He'd never thought so fast before.
He thought of Bigmac's room wth its Wapons of the
Wrld posters and plastic nodel guns and wei ght -
training stuff he couldn't lift. Bignac had been thrown
out of the school role-playing ganmes club for getting
too excited. Bigmac, who spent all his time trying
hard to be a big thicko; Bigmac, who could work
out maths problenms just by | ooking at them Bignmac,
who pl ayed the gane of being . . . well, big tough
Bi gmac.

Johnny | ooked around. Bignmac was watching him
It was amazing, given that Bignac's ancestors were
a sort of nonkey, how rmuch his expression | ooked
like the one he'd first seen on the face of the Captain,
whose ancestors were a kind of alligator. It said: Help
ne.

"Can't really renenber,' he said.

"Only my mumrang the hospital and they said there
were only two boys and they were-'

"It was dark,' said Johnny.

"Yes, but if you'd really-'

"It's just best if everyone shuts up about it, all right?
sai d Johnny, noddi ng meani ngful ly at Bi gnmac.

' She said you did everything right, anyway,' said
Yo-less. 'And she said you aren't being properly | ooked
after.’

" Yo-less.'

' She said you ought to come round our house to eat
sonetimes.’

' Thanks,' said Johnny. 'I'ma bit busy these days
' Doi ng what ?' said Yo-Iess.

Johnny funbled in his pocket.

"What does this look Iike to you?' he said.
Yo-less took it gravely.

"It's a photograph,' he said. 'Just |looks like a TV
screen with dots on

'Yes,' sighed Johnny 'It does, doesn't it'

He took it back and shoved it deep into his pocket.

' Yo- | ess?

' What ?'

"If someone was.., you know.., going a bit weird
in the head'

"Mental, he neans,' said Wbbler, behind him

just a bit over-strained,' said Johnny. 'I nean -

woul d they know? Thensel ves?'
"Wl l, everyone thinks they're a bit nad,' said



Yo-less. 'It's part of being nornal.'

"Ch, | don't think I'"'mmad,"' said Johnny.

"You don't?

Vel

' Ah-aha' said Wobbl er.

"I mean the whole world seenms kind of weird right
now. You watch the telly, don't you? How can you
be the good guys if you're dropping cl ever bonbs
ri ght down people's chi meys? And bl owi ng peopl e
up just because they're being bossed around by a
| oony?'

"Shouldn't let 'enselves be bossed around, then,' said
Bi gnac. Johnny | ooked at him Bignac deflated a bit.
"It's their own fault. They don't have to. That's what
nmy brother says, anyway,' he runbl ed.

"I's it? said Johnny.

Bi gnmac shrugged.

"Ch, well, yes,' said Wobbler. "How? It's hard
enough to get rid of prime mnisters and at |east they
don't have people taken out and shot. Not any nore,
anyway.

"My brother's stupid,' said Bigmac, so quietly under
his breath that Johnny wondered if anyone el se even
heard it.

' There was a man on the box saying that the bonb-
ai mrers were so good because they all grew up playing
conput er games,' said Wbbl er

' See?' said Johnny. 'That's what | mean. Games | ook
real. Real things look like games. And ... and. . . it
all kind of runs together in ny head.'

"Ah,' said Yo-less, knowi ngly. 'That's not nental
That's shamanism | read a book about it.'

"What' s shamani sn?’

' Shamans used to be these kind of people who |ived
partly in a dreamworld and partly in the real world,’
sai d Wobbl er. 'Like nedicine men and drui ds and guys
like that. They used to be very inportant. They used
to gui de people.’

'Quide?" said Johnny. '\Where to?

"Not sure. Anyway, my nother says they were
creations of Satan.'

'Yes, but your nother says that about practically
everything,' said Wbbler.

"This is true,' said Yo-less gravely. '"It's her hobby.'

' She said rol e-playing games were creations of Satan,'
sai d Wobbl er.

"True.'

'Dead clever of him' said Wobbler. 'l nean, sitting
down there in Hell, working out all the conbat tables
and everything. | bet he used to really swear every tine

the dice caught fire

Shamani sm thought Johnny. Yes. | could be a
shaman. A guide. That's better than being nental, at
any rate.

It was Maths again. As far as Johnny was concer ned,

the future would be a better place if it didn't contain
3y + xZ. He had probl enrs enough wi t hout people

gi ving hi m pages of this.



He was trying to put off the idea of ringing soneone
up.

And then there was Social Education. Normally you
could ignore Social Education, which tended to be
about anythi ng anyone had on their mnds at the tine
or, failing that, Aids. Really the day ended w th Maths.
It was just there to keep you off the streets for another
t hree-quarters of an hour

He could try ringing up. You just needed the phone
book and a bit of thought

Johnny stared at the ceiling. The teacher was going
on about the war. That was all there was to tal k about
these days. He listened with half an ear. No-one |iked
t he bonbing. One of the girls was nearly in tears about
it

Supposi ng she was really there? O supposing she said
she' d never heard of hinf

Bi gnac was argui ng. That was unusual

And then soneone said, 'Do you think it's easy? Do

you think the pilots really just sit there like . . - like a
gane? Do you think they | augh? Really | augh? Not

just laugh because they're still alive, but |augh because
it's . . . it's fun? Wen they're being shot at for a |iving,

every day? Wien any minute they nmight get blown up
too? Do you think they don't wonder what it's al
about? Do you think they like it? But we always turn
it into sonething that's not exactly real. W turn it
into games and it's not games. W really have to find
out what's real!"’

They were all | ooking at him

"Anyway, that's what | think,' said Johnny.

9

On Earth, No-one Can Hear You

Say ' Uni
aick!
' Yes?'
"um '’
"Hel | 0?
"Un Is Sig - is Kirsty there?
"Wio's that?
"I"'ma friend. Un | don't think she knows ny
nar ne.
"You're a friend and she doesn't know your nane?
' Pl ease!"’
' Ch, hang on.'
Johnny stared at his bedroomwall. Eventually a

suspi ci ous voice said, 'Yes? Wwo's that?
"You're Sigourney. You like Clnlay 4 Details. You
fly really well. You-'
"You're him'
Johnny breathed a sigh of relief. Real
&oi ng through the phone book had been harder than



flying the starship. Nearly harder than dying.
"I wasn't sure you really existed,' he said.
"I wasn't sure you existed,! she said.
"I"ve got to talk to you. I nmean face to face.'
"How do | know you're not sonme sort of maniac?'
"Do | sound |ike sone sort of maniac?
" Yes!'
"Al'l right, but apart fromthat?
There was silence for a moment. Then she said, reluc-
tantly: "All right. You can come round here.'
"What ? To your house?
"It's safer than in public, idiot.'
Not for ne, Johnny thought.
"OK, ' he said.
"I mean, you night be one of those funny people.'
"Waat, cl owns?
And then she said, very cautiously: '"It's really you?'
"Really I'm not sure about. But ne, yes.'
' You got bl own up.'’
"Yes, | know. | was there, renenber.’
‘"I don't die often in the game. It took ne ages even
to find the aliens.’
Huh, thought Johnny.
"It doesn't get any better with practice,' he said,
darkly.

Tyne Crescent turned out to be a pretty straight road
with trees in it, and the houses were big and had doubl e
garages and a tinber effect on themto fool people into
believing that Henry VIII had built them

Kirsty's nother opened the door for him She was
grinning like the Captain, although the Captain had the
excuse that she was related to crocodiles. Johnny felt he
had the wrong cl othes on, or the wong face.

He was shown into a large room It was mainly
whi te. Expensive bookshel ves lined one wall. Mbst of
the floor was bare pine, but varnished and polished to
show that they coul d have afforded carpets if they'd
wanted them There was a harp standing by a chair in
one corner, and nusic scattered around it on the floor

Johnny picked up a sheet. It was headed ' Royal
Col l ege, Grade V.

Vel ?

She was standi ng behind him The sheet slipped out
of his fingers.

"And don't say "um',' she said, sitting dawn. ' You
say "unf a lot. Aren't you ever sure about things?

"Uh No. Hello?

'"Sit down. My nother's nmaking us sone tea. And
then staying out of the way. You'll probably notice
that. You can actually hear her staying out of the way.
She thinks | ought to have nore friends.'

She had red hair, and the skinny |look that went with
it. It was as if soneone had grabbed the frizzy ponytai
on the back of her head and pulled it tightly.

' The gane,' said Johnny vaguely.

' Yes? What ?'
'"I"'mreally glad you're in it too. Yo-less said it was
all in ny head because of Trying Tinmes. He said it was

just ne projecting ny problens.



"I haven't got any problens,' snapped Kirsty. 'l get
on extremely well with people, actually. There's pro-
bably sone sinple psychic reason that you're too stupid
to work out.'

' You sounded nore concerned on the phone,' said
Johnny.

"But now I've had tine to think about it. Anyway,
what's it to me what happens to some dots in a
machi ne?’

"Didn't you see the Space |nvaders?' said Johnny.

"Yes, but they were stupid. That's what happens.
Charl es Darwi n knew about that. | am a w nning kind
of person. And what | want to know is, what were you
doing in ny drean?

"I"'mnot sure it's a dream' said Johnny. 'I'm not
sure what it is. Not exactly a dream and not exactly
real. Sonething in between. | don't know. Maybe
somet hi ng happens in your head. Maybe you're in there
because - because, well, | don't know why, but there's
got to be a reason,' he ended | anely.

"Way're you there, then?

"I want to save the ScreeWe.'

'y 2"

' Because we've got a responsibility. But the Cap-
tain's been . . . | don't know, |ocked up or sonething.
There's been sone kind of nmutiny. It's the Gunnery
Oficer. He's behind it. But if I - if we could get her
out, she could probably turn the fleet around again.

t hought you night be able to think of some way of get-
ting her out,' Johnny finished lanely. 'W haven't got
a lot of ganme tine.

' She?' said Kirsty.

"She started all this. She relied on ne,' said Johnny.

"You said "she",' said Kirsty.

Johnny st ood up

"I thought you m ght be able to help,' he said
wearily, 'but who cares what happens to some dots that
aren't even real. So I'lIl just-'

" You keep saying "she",' said Kirsty. 'You nmean the
Captain's a woman?'

"A female,' said Johnny. 'Yes.'

"But you called the Gunnery Oficer a "he"
Kirsty.

"That's right.'

Kirsty stood up

"That's typical. That's absolutely typical of nodern
society. He probably resents a wo - a femal e being bet-
ter than him | get that all the tinme.'

'Um' said Johnny. He hadn't neant to say 'um . He
meant to say: 'Actually, all the ScreeWe except the
Qunnery O ficer are fermal es.' But another part of his
brai n had thought faster and shut down his nouth
before he could say it, diverting the words into oblivion
and shoving good old 'um in their place.

'There was an article in a magazine,' said Kirsty. 'This
whol e bunch of directors of a conmpany ganged up on this
worman and sacked her just because she'd becone the
boss. It was just like me and the Chess dub.’

It probably wouldn't be a good idea to tell her. There
was a glint in her eye. No, it probably wouldn't be a

sai d



good idea to be honest. Truthful ness would have to do
instead. After all, he hadn't actually lied.
'"It's a matter of principle,' said Kirsty. 'You should
have said so right at the start.' She stood up. 'Cone on
"\Where are we goi ng?' said Johnny.
"To ny room' said Kirsty. '"Don't worry. My
parents are very liberal.’

There were filmposters all over the walls, and where
there weren't filmposters there were shelves with silver
cups on. There was a framed certificate for the Regiona
Wnner of the Snall-Bore Rifle Confederation's

Nat i onal Chanpi onshi ps, and anot her one for chess.

And another one for athletics. There were a | ot of
nmedal s, nostly gold, and one or two silver. Kirsty won

t hi ngs.

If there was a nedal for a tidy bedroom she would
have won that too. You could see the floor all the way
to the walls.

She had an el ectrical pencil sharpener

And a conputer. The screen was show ng the
fam | iar nessage: NEW GAME (Y/N)?

"Do you know | have an | Q of one hundred and
sixty-five?' she said, sitting down in front of the
screen.

"I's that good?

"Yes! And | only started playing this wetched gane
because ny brother bought it and said | wouldn't be
any good at it. These things are noronic.

There was a notebook by the keyboard.

"Each level,' explained Kirsty. 'l made notes about
how t he ships flew. And kept score, of course.'

"You were taking it seriously,' said Johnny. 'Very

seriously.’
'"OF course | take it seriously. It's a game. You've got
to win them otherwi se what's the point? Now. . . can
we get on to the ScreeWe fl agshi p?
" Um
" Thi nk!"'
"Can we get into a ScreeWe battl eshi p?
Kirsty almost grow ed. 'l asked you. Sit down and
t hi nk!"
Johnny sat down.

"I don't think we can' he said. 'I'malways in a star-
ship. | think things have to | ook Iike they do on the
screen.

'Hmm Makes sonme sort of sense, | suppose.' Kirsty
stuck a pencil in the sharpener, which whirred for a
while. "And we don't know what it |ooks Iike inside.’

Johnny stared at the wall. Anong the itens pinned
over the bed was a card for wi nning the Under-7 Long
Junmp. She wi ns everything, he thought. Ww. She
actual ly assunes she's going to win. Someone who
al ways thinks they're going to win .

He stared up at the nmovie posters. There was one
he'd seen many tinmes before. The fanbus one. The
slivering alien nonster. You'd think she'd have sone-
thing like a Clnlay 4 Details photo over her bed but
no, there was this thing

"Don't tell ne,' he said, 'you want to get inside the



ship and run along the corridors shooting ScreeWe?
You do, don't you?

"Tactically-' she began

"You can't. The Captain wouldn't want that. Not
killing ScreeVe.'

Kirsty waved her hands in the air irritably.
"That's stupid,' she said. 'How do you expect to win
wi t hout killing the eneny?

"I"m supposed to save them Anyway, they're not
exactly the eneny. | can't go around killing them'

Kirsty | ooked thoughtful

'Do you know,' she said, 'there was an African tribe
once whose nearest word for "eneny" was "a friend we
haven't net yet"?

Johnny smiled. '"Right,' he said. 'That's how'

"But they were all killed and eaten in eighteen hun-
dred and two,' said Kirsty. 'Except for those who were
sold as slaves. The last one died in M ssissippi in eight-
een sixty-four, and he was very upset.'

"You just nade that up,' said Johnny.

"No. | won a prize for History.'

"I expect you did,' said Johnny. 'But I'mnot killing
anyone.

' Then you can't win.'

"I don't want to win. | just don't want themto |ose.'

"You really are a dweeb, aren't you? How can anyone
go through life expecting to lose all the tinme?

"Well, I've got to, haven't |? The world is full of peo-
ple like you, for a start.'

Johnny realized he was getting angry again. He
didn't often get angry. He just got quiet, or miserable.
Anger was unusual . But when it cane, it overfl owed.

'"They tried to talk to you, and you didn't even listen
You were the only other one that got that involved!
You were so mad to win you slipped into gane space!
And you' d have been so much better at saving them
than me! And you didn't even listen! But | listened
and |'ve spent a week trying to Save Mankind in ny
sleep! It's always people like ne that have to do stuff
like that! It's always the people who aren't clever and
who don't win things that have to get killed all the
time! And you just hung around and watched! It's just
like on the television! The wi nners have fun! W nner
types never |lose, they just cone second! It's all the other
peopl e who | ose! And now you're only thinking of
hel pi ng the Captain because you think she's Iike you!
Well, | don't bloody well care any nmore, Mss O ever
|'ve done ny best! And |'mgoing to go on doing it!
And they' Il all come back into gane space and it'll be
just like the Space Invaders all over again! And 1'll be
t here every night!"’

Her mout h was open

There was a knock on the door and al nost i nmmre-
diately, nothers being what they are, Kirsty's nother
pushed it open. She brought in a wide grin and a
tray.

"I"'msure you'd both Iike sone tea,' she said. 'And-'
Yes, nother,' said Kirsty, and rolled her eyes.
-there's sonme macaroons. Have you found out your
friend s nane now?'



"John Maxwel | ,' said Johnny.

" And what do your friends call you?' said Kirsty's
not her sweetly.

"Sonetines they call ne Rubber,' said Johnny.

'Do they? Whatever for?'

"Mother, we were talking,' said Kirsty.

'Cobbers is on in a mnute,' said Kirsty's nother. "1,
er, shall watch it on the set in the kitchen, shall |7

' Goodbye,' said Kirsty, neaningfully.

"Um yes,' said her nother, and went out.

"She dithers a lot,' said Kirsty. 'Fancy getting married
when you're twenty! A conplete |lack of anmbition.'

She stared at Johnny for a while. He was keepi ng
qui et. He'd been amazed to hear his own thoughts.

Kirsty coughed. She | ooked a little uncertain, for the
first time since Johnny had met her.

"Well,' she said. "Uh. K And.., we won't be able
to fight all the players when they get back to gane
space.

'"No. There's not enough nissiles.'

'Could we dream a few nore?'

"No. | thought of that. You get the ship you play
with. I nean, we knowit's only got six mssiles. |'ve
tried dreaming nore and it doesn't work.'

"Hmm Interesting problem Sony,' she added
qui ckly, when she saw hi s expression.

Johnny stared at the nmovie posters. Sigourney!
Ganes everywhere. Bigmac was a tough guy in his
head, and this one kept sharp pencils and had to win
everything and in her head shot aliens. Everyone had
t hese pictures of thenmselves in their head, except
him..

He bli nked.

And now his head ached. There was a buzzing in his
ears.

Kirsty's face drifted towards him

"Are you all right?

The headache was really bad now.

"You're ill. And you look all thin. Wen did you | ast
eat ?'

"I dunno. Had sonmething last night, | think.'

' Last night? Wat about breakfast and | unch?'

"Ch, well . . . you know . . . | kept thinking
about

"You'd better drink that tea and eat that macaroon.
Phew. When did you | ast have a bath?

"It's kind of

'CGood grief!’

"Listen! Listen!'" It was inportant to-'
He didn't feel well at all.

' Yes?'

"W dream our way in,' he said.

"What are you tal king about? You're swaying!'

"W go on to their ship!’

"But we agreed we don't know what it |ooks Iike
i nsi de!"

'Kl CGood! So we decide what it does |ook Iike
i nside, right?

She tapped her pad irritably.

'So what does it ook Iike?



"I don't know! The inside of a spaceship! Corridors
and cabins and stuff like that. Nuts and bolts and panels
and sliding doors. Scotsmen saying the engines canna
tak' it anymoore. Bright blue lights!'

"Hmm That's what you think is inside spaceshi ps,
isit?

Kirsty glared at him She generally glared. It was her
nor mal expression.

"Wen we go to sleep . . . | nean, when | go to
sleep I'lIl try and wake up inside the ship,' he said.

" How?'

"I don't know! By concentrating, | suppose.'

She | eaned forward. For the first tine since he'd net
her, she | ooked concerned.

"You don't | ook capable of thinking straight,' she
sai d.

"Il be all right.'

Johnny st ood up

10
In Space, No-one |Is Listening Anyway

And woke up
He was |ying down on something hard. There was
some sort of mesh just in front of his eyes. He stared
at it for a while.
There was also a faint vibration in the floor, and a
di stant background runbling.

He was obviously back in gane space, but he cer-
tainly wasn't in a starship

The nmesh noved

The Captain's face appeared over the edge of the
nmesh, upside down.

" Johnny?'

"Where am 1 ?
' You appear to be under ny bed.’
He rol | ed sideways.
"I'"'mon your ship?
"Ch, yes.'
"Right! Hah! | knew | could do it..."'
He stood up, and | ooked around the cabin. It wasn't
very interesting. Apart fromthe bed, which was under
somet hing that | ooked like a sun-ray |anp, there was
only a desk and sonething that was probably a chair if
you had four back legs and a thick tail.
On the desk were half a dozen plastic aliens. There
was al so a cage with a couple of |ong-beaked birds in
it. They sat side by side on their perch and wat ched
Johnny with al nmost intelligent eyes.

Ri ght. Sigourney was right. He did think better in
gane space. Al the decisions seemed so nuch clearer

K. So he was on board. He'd rather hoped to be
outside the cabin the Captain was |ocked in, but this was
a start.

He stared at the wall. There was a grille.

"What's that?' he said, pointing.

"It is where the air cones in.

Johnny pulled at the grille. There was no very
obvi ous way of rermoving it. If it could be renoved, the



hol e behind it was easily big enough for the Captain.
Air ducts. Well, what did he expect?

'"W've got to get this off,' he said. 'Before sone-
t hi ng dreadful happens.’

"W are inprisoned,' said the Captain. 'Wat nore
can happen that is dreadful ?

'Have you ever heard the name . . . Sigourney?' said
Johnny cauti ously.

"No. But it sounds a lovely nane,' said the Captain.
"Who is this Sigourney?

"Well, if she can dream her way here as well, then
there's going to be trouble. You should see the pictures
she's got on her walls.'’

"What of ?'

"Un Aliens,' said Johnny.

'She takes a very close interest in alien races? said the
Capt ai n happily.

"Un Yes.' The nere thought of her arrival nade
himpull urgently at the grille. "Um There's sone-
thing on the inside . . . and | can't quite get my hand
t hr ough .

The Captain watched himw th interest.

" Somet hing |ike wingnuts,' grunted Johnny.

"This is very instructive,' said the Captain, peering
over his shoul der.

"I can't get a grip!’

"You wish to turn thenf'

' Yes!'

The Captain waddl ed over to the table and opened
the bird cage. Both of the birds hopped out on to her
hand. The Captain said a few words in ScreeWe; the
birds fluttered past Johnny's head, squeezed through
t he nmesh, and di sappeared. After a second or two he
heard the squeak-squeak of nuts being undone.

"What were they?' he said.

' Chee,' said the Captain. 'Muth birds. You under-
stand?' She opened her nouth, revealing several rows
of yellow teeth. 'For hygiene?

' Li vi ng t oot hbrushes?'

"W have always had them They are. . . traditional
Very intelligent. Bred for it, you know. C ever things.
They understand several words of ScreeWe.'

The squeaki ng went on. There was a clonk, and a nut
rolled through the nesh.

The panel fell into the room

Johnny | ooked at the hole.

'0-kay,' he said uncertainly. 'You don't know where
it goes, do you?

'"No. There are ventilation shafts all over the ship.
W1l you |l ead the way?

" Um

"I would be happy for you to lead the way,' said the
Capt ai n.

Johnny stood on the bed and crawl ed into the hole.
It went a little way and then opened on to a bigger shaft.

"Al'l over the ship?' he said.

"Yes.'

Johnny paused for a noment. He'd never |iked nar-
row dark spaces.

"Ch. Right,' he said.



Kirsty's nother put down the phone.

' There's no-one answering,' she said.

"I think he said his father works |ate and his nother
sometines works in the evening,' said Kirsty. 'Any-
way, the doctor said he's basically all right, didn't she?
He's just run down, she said. What was the stuff she
gave hi n®'

"She said it'd nake himsleep. He's not getting
enough sl eep. Twel ve-year-old boys need a | ot of sleep.'’

"I know this one does,' said Kirsty.

"And you said he's not eating properly. Were did
you nmeet him anyway?'

"Um' Kirsty began, and then smiled to herself. 'Qut
and about .’

Kirsty's nother | ooked worried.

"Are you sure he's all there?

"He's all there,' said Kirsty, clinbing the stairs. 'I'm
not sure that he's all here, but he's certainly all there.’

She opened the door of the spare room and | ooked in.
Johnny was fast asleep in a pair of her brother's pyjamas.
He | ooked very young. It's amazi ng how young twel ve
is, when you're thirteen

Then she went to her own bedroom got ready for
bed, and slid between the sheets.

It was pretty early. It had been a busy evening.

He was a loser. You could tell. He dressed |ike a |oser
A ditherer. Soneone who said 'umi a lot, and went
through life trying not to be noticed.

She' d never done that. She'd always gone through life
as if there was a big red arrow above the pl anet,
i ndi cating precisely where she was.

On the other hand, he tried so hard

She'd bet he'd cried when ET died.

She pushed herself up on one el bow and stared at the
novi e posters.

Trying wasn't the point.

You had to win. What good was anything if you
didn't wn?

"Stuck? You're an alien,' said Johnny. 'Aliens don't get
stuck in air ducts. It's practically a well-known fact."'

He backed into a side tunnel, and turned around.
"I amsorry. It occurs to ne that possibly I amthe
wrong type of alien,' said the Captain. 'I can go
backwards, but | amforwardly di sadvant aged.'

'"OK. Back up to that second junction we passed,’
sai d Johnny. 'We're | ost, anyway.

"No,' said the Captain, '|l know where we are. It says
here this is junction ~ ~ e .'

'Do you know where that is?

" No.

"I saw a filmwhere there was an alien crawing
around inside a spaceship's air ducts and it could cone
out wherever it liked,' said Johnny reproachfully.
'"Doubtless it had a map,' said the Captain.
Johnny craw ed around a corner and found
another grille.
There didn't seemto be any activity on the other side
of it. He unscrewed the nuts and let it fall on to the



fl oor.

There was a corridor. He dropped into it, then
turned and hel ped the Captain through. ScreeWe
m ght have descended from crocodil es, but crocodiles
preferred sandbanks. They weren't very good at craw -
i ng through narrow spaces.

Her skin felt cold and dry, like silKk.

There were no ot her ScreeWe around.

"They're probably at battle stations,' said Johnny.

'"W're always at battle stations,' said the Captain
bitterly, brushing dust off her scales. 'This is corridor
~. Now we nust get to the bridge, yes?

"Win't they just |lock you up agai n?' said Johnny.

"I think not. Disobedience to properly constituted
aut hority does not conme easily to us. The Gunnery

Oficer is very . . . persuasive. But once they see that
I amfree again, they will give in. At least,' the Captain
added, 'nost of themw ll. The Gunnery O ficer may

prove difficult. He dreans of grandeur.'

She waddled a little way al ong the bare corridor
keeping close to the wall. Johnny trailed behind her

'Dreans are always tricky,' he said.

"Yes.'

"But they'll wake up when the players start shooting
again, won't they? They'll soon see what he is |eading
theminto?

"W have a proverb,' said the Captain. 'Skeejeeshe-
j weeJEEyee. It means . ' she thought for a nmoment,
"when you are riding a jee, a six-legged donesticated
beast of burden capable of sinple instruction but also
traditionally foul -tenpered, it is easier to stay on rather
than di smount; equally, better to trust yourself to fate
than risk attack fromthe sure-footed JEEyee, which
will easily outrun a ScreeWe on foot. OF course, it is
alittle snappier in our |anguage.'

They' d reached a corner. The Captain peered around
it, and then jerked her head back

"There is a guard outside the door of my cabin,' she
said. 'She is arned.’

"Can you talk to her?

"She is under orders. | fear that | will only be all owed
to say "Aaargh!' said the Captain. 'But feel free to
make the attenpt. | have no other options.'

Oh, well - you only die a few hundred tines,

t hought Johnny. He stepped out into the corridor

The guard turned to look at him and half raised a
nel t ed-1 ooki ng thing that neverthel ess very clearly said
' But she | ooked at himin puzzlement.

She' s never seen a human before! he thought.

He spread his arns wide in what he hoped was an
i nnocent -1 ooki ng way, and smi | ed.

VWhi ch just goes to show that you shouldn't take
things for granted because, as the Captain told him
| ater, when a ScreeWe is about to fight she does two
t hi ngs. She spreads her front pairs of arms wide (to grip
and throttle) and exposes her teeth (ready to bite).

The guard raised the gun

Then there was a thunderous knocki ng on the ot her
side of the cabin door

The guard made a sinple nistake. She shoul d have

gun'.



i gnored the knocking, |oud and desperate though it

was, and concentrated on Johnny. But she tried to keep
the gun pointing in his general direction while she
pressed a panel by the door. After all, it was only the
Captain in there, wasn't it? And the Captain was stil
the Captain, even if she was | ocked up. She could keep
an eye on both of them.

The door opened a little way. A foot cane out,
swi ngi ng upwards, and caught the guard under the
snout. There was a click as all its teeth met. Its eyes
crossed.

Soneone shouted: 'Haul!'

The guard swayed backwards. Kirsty came through
t he door airborne and started hacking at the guard's
arms with her hands. It dropped the gun. She picked
it up in one novenment. The guard opened its nouth
to bite, spread its arms to grip and throttle, and then
went cross-eyed because the gun barrel was suddenly
thrust between its teeth.

"Don't . . . swallow. . .' said Kirsty, very
del i berately.

There was a sudden, very heavy silence. The guard
stayed very still.

"This is a friend of mine,' said Johnny.

'Ch, yes,' said the Captain. 'Sigourney. One of your
warriors. |Is she a friend of mine?

"At the monent,' said Sigourney, wthout mnoving
her head. She had tied one of the strips of webbing from
the Captain's bed around her forehead. She was breat h-
ing heavily. There was a wild glint in her eye. Johnny
suddenly felt very sorry for the guard.

"You know, I'mglad she's a friend of mne,' said the
Capt ai n.

'"He ee ogg ee?' said the guard. Its arnms were trenb-
ling. The ScreeWe didn't sweat, but this one would
probably have |iked to.

'"W'd better tie her up and put her in the cabin,' said
Johnny.

'Ees!' said the guard.

"I could just fire," said Sigourney wistfully.

"No!"' said Johnny and the Captain together

"Eep!' said the guard.

"Ch, all right.' Sigourney relaxed. The guard sagged.
"Sorry to be late,' said Sigourney. 'Had a bit of trou-
ble getting to sleep.’

The Captain said something to the guard in
ScreeWe. It nodded in a strangely human way and
trooped obediently into the cabin, where it squatted
down just as obediently and let themtie its hands and
feet with nore bits of bed.

"You've got a black belt in karate too, | expect,' said
Johnny.

"Only purple,’ she said. 'But | haven't been doing it
| ong,' she added quickly. '"Huh! Is that the only kind
of knot you can tie?

"I went to karate once, with Bigmac,' said Johnny,
trying to ignore that.

'What happened?’

"I got ny foot caught in my trousers.'

"And you are the Chosen One? Huh! They coul d have



chosen ne.

'"They tried. But | was the one who listened,' said
Johnny quietly.

Si gour ney picked up the gun and cradled it in her
ar ms.

"Well, I'"'mhere now,'" she said, 'And ready to kick
sone butt.'

' Some but what?' said Johnny wearily. He really
hated the phrase. It was a gane saying. It tried to foo
you into believing that real bullets weren't going to go
t hrough real people.

Si gour ney sniffed.

"Nerd."'

They went back into the corridor

"By the way,' said Johnny, 'what happened to
nme?'

"You just collapsed. Right there on the floor. W' ve
got a doctor living next door. Mum went and got her
Unusual Iy bright of her, really. She said you were just
tired out and | ooked as though you hadn't been eating
properly.'

"This is true,' said the Captain. 'Did | not say? Too
much sugar and carbohydrate, not enough fresh
vitam ns. You should get out nore.

'Yeah, right,' said Johnny.

There was sonething different about the corridor
Before, it had been grey netal, only interesting if you
really liked | ooking at nuts and bolts. But now it was
darker, with nmore curves; the walls glistened, and drip-
ped nmenace. Dripped sonething, anyway.

The Captain |ooked different, too. She hadn't
changed, exactly - it was just that her teeth and cl aws
wer e sonmehow nore obvious. A few m nutes ago, she
had been an intelligent person who just happened to be
an ei ght-1egged crocodile; now she was an ei ght -1 egged
crocodi |l e who just happened to be intelligent.

Gane space was changi ng now two people were
sharing one dream

"Hold on, there's-' he began

"Don't let's hang around,' said Sigourney.

"But you're-' Johnny began

Dreaming it wong, he finished to hinself.

This really is nuts, he told hinself as he trailed after
them At hone Kirsty went around being M ss Brains.

In here it was all: Make ny shorts! Eat ny day!

The Captain waddl ed at hi gh speed al ong the cor-
ridors. Now steam was dribbling from sonmewhere,
maki ng the floor msty and wet.

There wasn't that much in the ScreeWe ships.

Per haps they ought to have sat down and wor ked out

the inside of one in a bit nore detail before they'd
dreaned, he thought. They coul d have added nore

cabins and big screens and interesting things like that;
as it was, all there seemed to be were these snaking cor-
ridors that were unpleasantly |ike caves.

Bi gger caves, though. They'd got wi der. Msterious
passages led off in various directions.

Si gourney crept along with her back agai nst the wall,
spinning around rapidly every tinme they passed anot her
passage. She stiffened.



' There's another one com ng!' she hissed. 'it's
pushi ng somret hi ng! Get back!'

She el bowed theminto the wall. Johnny coul d hear
t he scrape-scrape of claws on the floor, and sonething
rattling.
"When it gets closer 1'lIl get it. I'lIl leap out-'
Johnny poked his head around the corner
"Kirsty?

She took no noti ce.
' Si gourney?' he tried.
' Yes?'
"I know you're going to | eap out,' said Johnny, 'but
don't pull the trigger, right?
"It's an alien!'
"So it's an alien. You don't have to shoot them

all.
The rattling got closer. There was al so a faint
squeaki ng.
Si gourney gripped the gun excitedly, and |eapt out.
"OK, you - oh . . . um.

It was a very small ScreeWee. Mst of its scales were
grey. Its crest was nearly worn away. Its tail just
dragged behind it. Wen it opened its nmouth, there
were three teeth left and they were huddling together
at the back.

It blinked owishly at themover the top of the trolley
it had been pushing. Apart from anything else, Kirsty
had been aining the gun well above its head.
There was one of those awkward pauses.

"Around this tine,' said the Captain behind them
"the crew on the bridge have a snack brought to them'

Johnny | eaned forward, nodded at the little old alien
and lifted the lid of the tray that was on the trolley.
There were a few bow s of sonething green and bub-
bling. He gently lowered the |lid again.

"I think you were going to shoot the tea lady,' he
sai d.

"How was | to know?' Kirsty demanded. 'It could
have been anything! This is an alien spaceship! You're
not supposed to get tea | adies!’

The Captain said something in Scree\We to the old
alien, who shuffled around slowy and went off back
down the corridor. One wheel of the trolley kept
squeaki ng.

Kirsty was furious.

"This isn't going right!" she hissed.

'Come on,' said Johnny. 'Let's go to the bridge and
get it over with.'

"I didn't knowit was a tea |lady! That's your dream ng!’

"Yes, all right.’

' She had no right to be there!’

"l suppose even aliens get a bit thirsty in the
afternoons.'

"That's not what | meant! They're supposed to be
alien! That neans slavering and claws! It doesn't nean

sending out for . . . for a coffee and a jam doughnut!"’
"Things are just like they are,' said Johnny,
shruggi ng.

She turned on him
"Way do you just accept everything? Wiy don't you



ever try to change things?

'They're generally bad enough al ready,’' he said.
She | eapt ahead and peered around the next corner
"Quards!' she said. 'And these have got guns!’
Johnny | ooked around the corner. There were two
ScreeWee standing in front of a round door. They
were, indeed, armned.

'Satisfied? she snapped. 'No hint of Danish pastries
anywhere? Right? Now can | actually shoot
somet hi ng?'

"No | keep telling you! You have to give thema
chance to surrender.’

"You always make it difficult!'

She raised the gun and stepped out.

So did the Captain. She hissed a word in ScreeWe.
The guards | ooked fromher to Kirsty, who was
squi nting along her gun barrel. One of them hissed
sormet hi ng.

' She says the Gunnery Officer has instructed themto
shoot anyone who approaches the door,' said the
Capt ai n.

"Il fire if they nmove,' said Kirsty. 'I nmean it!’
The Captain spoke in ScreeWe again. The guards
stared at Johnny. They |owered their guns.

Suspi cion rose inside him

"What did you just tell then? he said.

"I just told them who you were,' said the Captain.

"You said | was the Chosen One?'

One of the guards was trying to kneel. That | ooked
very strange in a creature with four |egs.

Kirsty rolled her eyes.

"It's better than being shot at,' said the Captain. 'l've
been shot at a lot. | know what | amtal ki ng about."

"Tell her to get up,' said Johnny. 'What do we do
now? VWo's on the bridge?

'Most of the officers,' said the Captain. 'The guard
says there have been argunents. @nfire.'

"That's nmore like it!' said Kirsty.

They | ooked at the door

'"OK,' said Johnny. 'Let's go
The Captain notioned one of the guards aside and
touched a plate by the door

Hunmans!

Johnny saw it all in one long, |ong second.

Firstly, the bridge was big. It seened to be the size
of a football pitch. And at one end there was a screen
whi ch | ooked al nost as big. He felt Iike an ant standing
in front of a TV set.

The screen was covered with green dots.

Pl ayers. Heading for the fleet.

There were hundreds of them

Right in front of the screen was a horseshoe-shaped
bank of controls, with a dozen seats ranged in front of
It.

It's here, he thought. Wien | was sitting in nmy room
pl aying, they were in here in this great shadowy room
steering their ship, firing back



Only one seat was occupied now. Its occupant
was al ready standing up, half turning, reaching for
somet hing .

'Go ahead,' said Kirsty. 'Make ny stardate.'

The GQunnery O ficer froze, glaring at them

"Too late,' he said. "You're too late!' He waved a cl aw
towards the screen. 'l've taken us back to where we

bel ong. There is no time to turn us round again. You
must fight now. '

He focused on Johnny. 'Wat's that?' he said.

' The Chosen One,' said the Captain, starting to wal k
forward. The others followed her

"But we must fight,' said the Gunnery O ficer. 'For
honour. The honour of the ScreeWe! That's what we
are for!'

Johnny's foot touched sonething. He | ooked down.
Now that his eyes had beconme accustoned to the
gl oom he could see that he'd al nbst tripped over a
ScreeVe. It was dead. Nothing with a hole like that
init could have been alive.

Kirsty was | ooki ng down, too. Johnny could see
ot her shapes on the floor in the shadows.

"He's been killing Sc- people,' he whispered.

Shoot themin space, shoot themon a screen, and
there was just an explosion and five points on the score
total. Wen they'd been shot froma few netres away,
then there was sinply a renmi nder that someone who
had been alive was now, very definitely, not alive any
nmore. And woul d never be again.

He | ooked up at the Gunnery O ficer. ScreeWe
wer e col d-bl ooded and a | ong way from bei ng human,
but this one had a | ook about it - about himthat sug-
gested a mind running off into madness.

There was a silvery sheen on his scal es. Johnny found
hi nsel f wondering if the ScreeWe changed col our
i ke chanel eons. The Captain had al ways | ooked nore
gol den when she was acting normally, and becane
al nost yel | ow when she was worried

She was the col our of |enons now.

She hi ssed sonet hi ng. The guards | ooked at her in
surprise, but turned and filed obediently out of the
bri dge. Then she turned to the Gunnery Oficer

"You killed all of then?' she said, softly.

"They tried to stop nme! It is a matter of honour!’

"Yes, yes. | can see that,' said the Captain, in a |level
voi ce. She was shifting position slightly now, noving
away from the humans.

"A ScreeWe dies fighting or not at all!"' shouted the
Qunnery Oficer.

The Captain's scales had faded to the col our of old
paper .

"Yes, | understand, | understand,' she said. 'And the
humans understand too, don't you.'

The GQunnery O ficer turned his head. The Captain
spread her arns, opened her nouth and | eapt. The male
nmust have sensed her; he turned, claws whirring
through the air.

Johnny reached out and caught Kirsty's gun as she
raised it.

"No! You might hit her!'’



"Way' d she do that? | could easily have shot him So
could the guards! Wiy just junp at himlike that?

The fighters were a whirling ball of claws and tails.
"It's personal. | think she hates himtoo nuch,' he
said. 'But |ook at the screen!’

There were nore green dots. Red figures that m ght
have neant sonething to a ScreeWe were scrolling up
on one side too fast for a human to read.

He | ooked down at the controls.

'"They're getting closer! W've got to do sonething.'
Kirsty stared at the controls too. The seats were
made to fit a ScreeWe. So were the controls
t hensel ves.

"Well, do you know what a V 4-f T ~ means?' she
said. 'Fast? Slow? Fire? The cigarette lighter?

The fighters had broken apart and were circling each
other, hissing. The green and red light fromthe screen
t hrew unpl easant shadows.

Nei t her ScreeWe was paying the humans the | east
attention. They couldn't afford to. ScreeWe wal ked
i ke ducks and | ooked |ike a cartoon of a crocodile, but
they fought like cats - it was nmainly watching and
snarling with short, terrible blurs of attack and defence.

A light started to flash on the panel and an al arm
rang. It rang in ScreeWee, but it was still pretty urgent
even in Human.

The Captain spun around. The Gunnery O fi cer
j unped backwards, hit the ground running, and sped
towards the door. He was through it in a blur

'He can't go anywhere,' said the Captain, staggering

across to the controls. 'l . . . can deal with himlater
"You' ve got sone nasty scratches,' said Kirsty.
ScreeWe bl ood was blue. 'I know some first aid .
"Alot, | expect,' said Johnny.
"But not for ScreeWe, | inmgine,' said the Captain.

Her chest was heaving. One of her |egs seenmed to be
at the wong angle. Blue patches covered her tail.

"You could have just shot him' said Kirsty. "It was
stupid to fight like that.'

"Honour!' snarled the Captain. She tripped a switch
with a claw and hissed sone instructions in ScreeWe.

"But he was right. Sadly, | know this now. There is no
changi ng ScreeWe nature. Qur destiny is to fight and
die. | have been foolish to think otherw se.'

She bl i nked.

' Take of f your shirt,' Kirsty denanded.

"What ?' said Johnny.

"Your shirt! Your shirt! Look at her! She's |osing
bl ood! She needs bandagi ng!"’

Johnny obeyed, reluctantly.

"You' ve got a vest on underneath? Only grandads
wear a vest. Yuk. Don't you ever wash your clothes?

He did, sonetines. And occasionally his nother had
a burst of being a nother and everything in the house
got washed. But usually he used the wash-basket | aun-
dry, which consisted of going through the basket unti
he found sonmething that didn't seemall that bad.

"But she said you wouldn't know anyt hi ng about
ScreeWee nedi ci ne,’ he said.

"So what? Even if it's blue, blood s still blood. You



should try to keep it inside.'

Kirsty helped the Captain to a chair. The alien was
swaying a bit, and her scal es had gone white, speckled
wi th bl ue.

"I's there anything | can do?' said Johnny.

Kirsty glanced at him 'l don't know,' she said.
t here anything you can do?

She turned back to the Captain.

We'll all die, Johnny thought. They're all out there
waiting. And here's me at the controls of the nmain alien
ship. W can't turn round now. And | can't even read
what it says on the controls!

|'"ve done it all wong. It was all sinple, and nowit's
all complicated

You think about doing things in dreams, but we're
al ways wrong about dreans. Wen peopl e tal k about
dreans they nean daydreanms. That's where you're
Superman or whatever. That's where you win every-

I's

thing. In dreans everything is weird. I'min a dream
now. O sonething Like a dream And when | wake up
all the ScreeWe will be back in ganme space and they'l
be shot at again, just like the Space |nvaders.

Hang on

Hang on

He stared at the neaningl ess controls again.

On one of themthe synbols ~ S If ¢
rearranged thenmsel ves to form' Mai n Engi nes

This is nmy world, too. It's in ny head.

He | ooked up at the big screen

Al of them They're all there, waiting. In bedroons
and | ounges around the world. In between watching
Cobbers and doi ng their homework.

Al waiting with their finger on the Fire button, and
each one thinking that they're the only one

Al there, in front of ne

"I wasn't expecting to do this,' said Kirsty, behind
him 'l wasn't expecting to be bandagi ng aliens. Put a
claw on this knot, will you? Wat's your pulse |evel ?

"I don't think we have them' said the Captain.
The shi p thunped.

The di stant background runbl e of the engi nes was
suddenly a roar.

The seats had bits sticking up where humans didn't
expect bits to stick up. Johnny was sitting cross-I|egged
on one, both hands on the controls, face nulti-col oured
in the light of the screen.

Kirsty tapped himon the shoul der. '\Wat are you

doi ng?

"Flying,' said Johnny, without turning his head.

'"He said it's too late to turn round."'

"I"mnot turning round.’

"You don't know how to fly one of these!’
"I"'mnot flying one of these. I'mflying the whole
fleet.'

"You can't understand the controls!’

Green and red light made patterns on his face as he
turned to her.

"You know, everyone tells ne things. Al the tine,’
he said. "Well, I"mnot |listening now. | can read the
controls. Why not? They're in my head. Now sit



down. | shall need you to do sonme things. And stop
talking to me as if I"'mstupid.’
She sat down, al nbst hypnotized by his tone of

Voi ce.
" But how'

"There's a control that lets this ship steer all the
others as well. It's used on | ong voyages.' He noved a
lever. "And I'mflying themas fast as | can. | don't think

they can go any faster. Al the dials have gone into the
%/2 ©- that's ScreeWee for red."'
"But you're heading straight for the players!’
"I"ve got to. There isn't time to turn round

Wobbl er had a pin-up over his bed. It was a cl ose-up
phot ograph of the Intel 8058675 m croprocessor

taken through a microscope; it looked like a street map
of a very conplicated nodern city. H s grandfather

conpl ained that it was unhealthy and why didn't he

have a doubl e page spread from G ggles and Garters

i nstead, but Whbbler had a vision: one day, if he could
master GCSE maths and reliably pick up a soldering

iron by the end that wasn't hot, he was going to be a
Big Man in conmputers. A Nunber One progranmer,

with his hair in a ponytail at the back like they all wore.
Never nmind about Yo-less saying it was all run by nen
in suits these days. One day, the world would hear from
Wobbl er Johnson - probably via a phone-line it didn't
know was connected to its conputer

In the nmeantime, he was staring at colums of
nunbers in an effort to nmake a conpletely illegal copy
of M Bunl eyGoesBoi ng. It had been given four stars and
decl ared 'negabad!!!', which was what Spl aaaaatttd
magazi ne still thought meant pretty good if you were
under si xteen.

He blinked at the screen, and sneared the grease on
his glasses a bit nore evenly.

And that was enough for tonight.

He sat back, and his eye caught sight of Only You
Can Save Mankind, under a pile of other discs.

Poor old Rubber. O course, you called people nmen-
tal all the tine, but there was sonething weird about
him H's body wal ked around down on Earth but his
brain was probably sonewhere you couldn't find with
an atl as.

Wobbl er shoved the disc in the drive. Odd about the
gane, though. There was probably a | ogical reason for
it. That's what conputers were, logical. Start believing
anyt hing el se and you were in trouble.

The title canme up, and then the bit that Gobi Soft-
ware had pinched from Star Wars, and then-

H s jaw dropped.

Shi ps. Hundreds of them GCetting bigger and bigger
Yel |l ow ships, filling the screen, so that it was just
bl ack and yell ow and just yellow and then blinding
white

Wobbl er ducked.

And then a bl ack screen.

Al nmost bl ack, anyway.

For a nonent the words hung there.

Hi, Wbl er-



And t hen vani shed.

More al arnms were cl angi ng and whoopi ng.

Kirsty peered out from between her fingers.

"I don't think we hit anyone,' said Johnny, tapping
on the keys.

"You flew strai ght through them

"That's right!’
'OK, but they'll still come after us.'
'"So now we turn round. It'll take a little while. How s

t he Captai n?

A clawed hand gripped the back of his chair, and her
snout rested on his shoul der

"This is very bad,' said the Captain. 'Qur engines are
not designed to run at this sort of speed for any length
of time. They could break down at any nonent.'

'"It's a calculated risk,' said Johnny.

'"Real | y? How precisely did you calculate it?" said the
Scr ee\e.

"Well . . . not exactly calculate . . . | just thought it
was worth a try,' said Johnny.

"You're turning back towards the players!'’
"And we're still accelerating,' said Johnny.
"What were you typing just then?' said Kirsty.
"Ch, nothing,' said Johnny. grinning. 'Just thought
| saw soneone | recognized. You know, as we flashed
past .

"Why are you | ooking so happy?' she demanded.
"We're in terrible trouble.'

'Dunno. Because it's ny trouble, | suppose. Captain,
why have all those |lights over there conme on?'

"They're the ships of the fleet,' said the Captain. 'The
conmanders want to know what's happening.'

"Tell themto hold on to sonething,' said Johnny.
"And tell them- tell themthey' re going hone.'

They both | ooked at him
'"Ch, yes, very inpressive,' said Kirsty. 'Very
dramatic. Al very-'
' Shut up.
" What ?'

" Shut up.' said Johnny again, his eyes not |eaving the
screen.

'"No-one tells me to shut up!'’

‘"I"'mtelling you now. Just because you've got a nind
like a, a hammer doesn't mean you have to treat every-
one else like a nail. Now here they come again.'

Wobbl er took the disc out of the drive and | ooked at
it. Then he felt around the back of his computer in case
there were any extra wres.
That Johnny . . . he was the quiet type. He al ways
said that all he knew about computers was how to
switch them on, but everyone knew about conputers.
He' d probably nessed around with the ganme and given
it back. Pretty good. Wbbl er wondered how he'd
done it.
He put the disc back in and started the game again.
"Only You Can Save Mankind' . . . yeah, yeah
Then the inside of the starship. Mssiles, guns, score
total, yeah, yeah



And stars ahead. The sparkly ones you got in the
gane. He'd done much better ones for Voyage to Al pha
Centauri .

No ships to be seen

He picked up the joystick and noved it, watching
the stars spin as the ship turned

There was a ship right behind him Very nuch
behi nd him Dozens of ships, again. Hundreds of ships.
Al'l getting bigger. Miuch bigger. Very quickly.

Very, very quickly.

Agai n.

When he got up off the floor and put the | eg back
on the chair, the screen was all black again, except for
the little flashing cursor.

Wbbl er stared at it.

Logic, he said. Not believing in |ogical reasons was
al nrost as bad as dropping hot solder on to a nylon sock
There had to be a | ogical explanation.

One day, he'd think of one.

"They're follow ng us! They're foll ow ng us!'’
Little coils of snobke were coming up fromthe con-
trols. There were all sorts of vibrations in the floor

"I"mpretty sure we can outrun them' said Johnny.

"How sure?' said Kirsty.

"Pretty sure.'

Kirsty turned to the Captain.

'Have we got any rear guns?

The Capt ai n nodded.

'They can be fired fromhere,' she said. 'But we
shoul d not do that. We have surrendered, renmenber?

"I haven't,' said Kirsty. 'Wich one fires the guns?

'The stick with the button on the top.'

"This? It's just like a ganes joystick,' she said.
"OF course it is,' said Johnny. 'This is in our heads,
renmenmber. It has to be things we know'

The screen showed the view behind the fleet. There
were green shi ps bunched up behind them

' They're conming right down our tailpipe,' said
Kirsty. 'This is going to be really easy.

"Yes, it isisn't it,' said Johnny.

There was a dull edge to his voice. She hesitated.

'What do you nean?' she said.

"Just dots in the nmiddle of a circle,' said Johnny. '"It's
easy. Bang. Here comes the high score. Bang. Go
ahead."'

"But it's gane space! It's a gane. Wiy are you acting
like that? It's just something on a screen

"Fine. Just like the Real Thing. Press the button
then.'

She gripped the stick. Then she paused agai n.

'Why do you have to spoil everything?

'"Me?' said Johnny vaguely. 'Look, if you're not
going to fire, switch the screen back to what's ahead of

us, will you? This dial here says we're noving at ~ e
per ¢ ~. and that's ~ tines faster than it says we
ought to be going.'
Vel ?
"Well, | just think it'd be nice not to run into an

asteroid or sonmething. OF course, if you want us to end



up five niles across and one centinmetre thick, keep
| ooki ng back.'

"Ch, all right!'

She took her finger off the screen switch.
And then she gasped.

They stared at the expanse of space ahead of them
and what was in the nmddle of it.

"What,' said Kirsty, after a long pause, 'is that?
Johnny | aughed.

He tried to stop hinself, because the ship was groan-
ing and creaking like a tortured thing, but he couldn't.
Tears ran down his cheeks. He thunped his hand hel p-

I essly on the control panel, accidentally switching a few
lights on and off.

'"It's the Border,' said the Captain.

'Yes,' said Johnny. 'Of course it is.'

"But it's-' Kirsty began

"Yes,' said Johnny. 'The Border, see? Beyond it
they're safe. OF course. No-one crosses the Border
Humans can't do it!'

"It can't be natural .’

"Who knows? This is ganme space, after all. It's
probably natural here. | mean, we've all seen it
before.'

"But it is still a very long way off,"' said the Captain.
"I fear that-'

There was a dull expl osi on somewhere behi nd t hem
"Mssiles!'" said Kirsty. 'You should have |let ne'
"No, listen,' said Johnny. 'Listen.'

"What to? | can't hear anything.'

'That's because sonething's making a | ot of silence,’
sai d Johnny. 'The engi nes have stopped.’

' The engi nes have probably nelted,' said the
Capt ai n.

"We've still got - . . what is it . . . nonentumor
inertia or one of those things,' said Johnny. '"W'Ill keep
going until we hit sonething.'

'Or sonmething hits us,' said Kirsty.
She | ooked at the Border again.
"How big is that thing? she said.
"It nust be huge.' said Johnny.

"But there's stars beyond it.’

"Not our stars. | told you, that's one place humans
can't go

They | ooked at one anot her.

'\What happens, then,' Kirsty began, |ike soneone
exploring a particularly nasty hole in a tooth, "if we're
on a ship that tries to go past the Border?

They both turned to the Captain, who shrugged.
"Don't ask me,' she said. 'It's never happened. It is
i mpossi ble."’

Now all three of themturned to | ook at the Border
agai n.

"Is it just nme?" said Kirsty.
bi gger ?

There was some sil ence.

"Still," said Johnny. '"what's the worst that can happen
to us?

Then he w shed he hadn't said that. He remenbered
t hi nking he'd hear the alarm cl ock waki ng hi mup, that

or isit just alittle bit



very first tinme, and then he recalled the shock of realiz-
ing that he wasn't being allowed to wake up at all

"You know, | don't want to find out,' he added.
'Wthout engines, we cannot turn the ship around,’
said the Captain. 'l amsorry. You were too keen to save
us.
"It is getting bigger,' said Kirsty. 'You can tell, if you

wat ch the stars behind it.'
"I amsorry,' said the Captain again.
'"At | east the ScreeWee should nmeke it,"' said Johnny.
"I amsorry."'
Kirsty stood up. "Well, I'"'mnot,' she said. 'Cone on!'
She picked up the gun and strode away into the
shadows. Johnny ran after her
"\Where do you think you' re going?
'To the escape capsule,' she said.
'What escape capsul e?’
"Indeed,' said the Captain, scuttling after them 'l ask
that too. There is no such thing.'
There can be if we want there to be,' said Kirsty,
opening the door. 'You said the gane is made up of

t hi ngs we know? Well, | knowit'll be right down
under the ship.'

' But -

"It's my dreamas well as yours, right? Believe ne.
There' || be an escape capsule.' Her eyes had that gl eam
again. She hefted the gun. 'l knowit,' she said. 'l've

been there.’

He remenbered her room He could picture her sit-
ting there, with a dozen sharp pencils and no friends,
getting top marks in her History homework, while in
her head she was chasing aliens.

"I cannot understand,' said the Captain.

The corridor outside was full of steam The ship
m ght cross the Border, but it was going to have to
have a lot of repairs before it ever came back

"Um' said Johnny. 'It's a bit like the nodels in the
cereal packets. It's . . . kind of a human idea."’

The ScreeWe hesitated in the doorway. Then she
turned to | ook at the saeen

"W are getting closer,' she said. '"If you think there
is sonething there, then you rmust go now.'

'Come on!' said Kirsty.

"Uh-' Johnny began

' Thank you,' said the Captain, gravely.

"I haven't really done nuch,' said Johnny.

"Who knows? You never thought of yourself. You
tried to work things out. You made choices. And
chose wel | .’

"And now we must go!' said Kirsty.

' Perhaps we shall neet again. Afterwards. If all goes
well,' said the Captain. She took one of Johnny's hands
in two of her own.

' Goodbye,' she said.

Kirsty caught Johnny's shoul der and dragged him
away.

"Nice to have nmet you,' she said to the alien. 'Sort
of - interesting. Come on, you.'

Sone of the lights had gone out. The corridors were
full of steam and vague shapes. Kirsty ran on ahead,



darting from shadow to shadow.

"W'l | have to go down,' she said over her shoul der
"It'"ll be there. Don't worry!'’

"You're really into this, aren't you.' said Johnny.

"Here's a ranp. Cone on. W can't have much tine.'

There was anot her passage bel ow that, and anot her

ranp, curling away down through the steam

They came out in a room bigger than the bridge.
There was a very | arge doubl e door at one end, and
banks of equi prent around the walls. And, in the nid-
dle, standing on three landing |l egs, was a small ship. It
had a stubby, heavy | ook

" There! See? What did | tell you? said Kirsty
triunphantly.

Johnny wal ked over to the nearest equi pnent pane
and touched it. It was sticky. He | ooked at his
fingertips.

"It hasn't been here long,' he said. 'The paint's not

dry.'

A screen in the mddle of the panel it up, show ng
the Captain's face.

"How i nteresting,' she said. 'l ook down at ny

controls and di scover a new one. You have found your
escape capsul e?

"It looks like it,"' said Johnny.

"W have ten minutes until we reach the Border,'
said the Captain. 'You should have plenty of tine.'

There was a whirring noise behind Johnny. The
escape capsule's ramp was com ng down.

"I found a switch on the landing leg.' said Kirsty.

He joined her. The ramp was a silvery grey-col our
It gleamed in the msty blue light that streamed down
frominside the capsule.

' Can you guess what |'mthinking? said Kirsty.
"You're thinking: W haven't seen the Gunnery
Oficer lately,' said Johnny. 'You're thinking: He'll be
in there somewhere, hiding. Because this part is your

dream and that's how your dream works.'

"Only I'1l be ready for him' said Sigourney. 'Comne
on.

She sidled up the ranp, turning constantly in a series
of small excited hops to keep the gun pointed at any
teeth that m ght suddenly appear

There were two seats in the capsule, in front of a very
smal | control panel. There was a big wi ndow. There
were a couple of small cupboards. And there wasn't
much of anything el se.

Kirsty pointed to a cupboard and nade a gesture to
Johnny to open it. She raised her gun

He opened the door and stood back quickly.

Kirsty seriously nenaced a stack of tins.

She caught Johnny's expression

"Well, he could have been in there,' she said.
"Ch, yes. Sure. Adnmittedly he'd have to stop to cut
his arms and | egs off and then curl up really small, but

he coul d have been in there.’

'Hah! Smart comment!’

"Way not try | ooking under the seat cushions? It's
amazi ng what goes down behi nd t hem

Kirsty tried to prod behind the control panel without



Johnny noticing. He noticed.

' Maybe aliens don't watch the same kind of films we
wat ch?' he said.

"Al'l right, all right, no need to go on about it," she
snarl ed. She | ooked at the controls, and pressed a
swi tch. The hatch swung up. The Captain's face
appeared on a snall screen in the mddle of the
panel .

"Eight minutes to the Border,' she said.

"Right,' said Kirsty. She shoved a hand down behi nd
her seat cushion, and then | ooked at Johnny's grin.

'You see aliens everywhere, don't you,' he said.

"What's that supposed to nmean?'

" Not hi ng. Not hi ng. Just a thought."

She glowered at him

There were seat belts. They put themon. Kirsty
started to drum her fingers on the panel. She seened to
be | ooki ng for sonething.

' How do we open the doors?" said Johnny.

"All right, all right - it's got to be here somewhere.'
She pressed a button. Behind them the ranp rose up
and hi ssed into place.

Johnny | ooked around. There really was nowhere for
anyone to hide. They were aboard the escape craft.
They were safe.

He didn't feel safe. He grabbed Kirsty's arm

"Wait a minute,' he said urgently. 'l think some-
thing's wo-'

The screen flickered into life.

There was a ScreeWe there.

It was the Gunnery O ficer.

"Run and hide, human scum' he said.

They coul d see the screen behind him he was on the
bri dge.

"You? Where is the Captain? said Johnny.

"She will be dealt with. Wiile you run away.

" No!

Kirsty nudged him

'Look, the ScreeWe are safe,' she said. 'The Border
is only a few m nutes away. We've done it all! You
can't chase around after her now She'll have to
t ake her chances! That's what she'd say if you asked
her!’

"But | can't ask her, can |I?

He reached over and pushed a switch. There was a
whirring behind themas the ranp slid down.

"I'"'mgoing back up there,' he said.

"He'll be waiting for you!'

"Fine.' He picked up the alien gun. "Wich bit's the
trigger?

She roll ed her eyes. 'This is stupid!’

'Scared, are you?' said Johnny. H's face was pale.
'Me?' She shrugged and snatched the gun. "I'IIl take
this,' she said. 'I'"'mused to guns. You'll only nmake a
mess of it.'

12



Just Li ke The Real Thing

They ran down the ranp and back to the corridor

'Got a watch on?' said Johnny.

'Yes. W've got nmore than six mnutes.'

"I should have known!' said Johnny, as they ran. ' No-
one gets that long to escape! Janes Bond never turns up
wi th enough tine to have a cup of coffee and clean his
shoes before he disarnms the tinme bonmb! W' re playing
ganes again!'

' Cal m down!"’

"If we find a cat 1"'mgoing to kick it!"’

The corridors were darker. Water dripped fromthe
ceiling. There was still some steam hissing out of
br oken pi pes.

They reached a junction

"Whi ch way?'

Kirsty pointed.

' That way.'

"Are you sure?

'O course.’

They di sappeared into the gl oom

About thirty seconds |ater they reappeared, running.
' Ch, yes, of course.’

"Well, they all look the same, actually. It rmust be this
way!'

This one did lead to the wide corridor with the door
to the bridge at the far end.

It was open. They could see the blue and white
flickering of the big screen

Kirsty changed her grip on the gun.

'O kay,' she said. 'No nessing about this tine,
right? No tal king?

"All right.’

'Let's go.'

" How?"

"You wal k in there. When he | eaps out at you, |'Il
get him'

"Ch? |'"mbait, aml1?

Kirsty glanced at her wist.

"You' ve got four and half mnutes to think of sone-
thing better,' she said. 'Oh, sorry. Four ninutes and
twenty-five seconds. Hang on, that's twenty seconds
now

"I just hope you're good!'

Kirsty patted the gun. 'Regional Chanpion, remem
ber? Trust ne.'

Johnny wal ked towards the open doorway. He tried
to swivel his eyes both ways as he reached it.

"Four minutes and fifteen seconds,' said her voice, far
far behind him

He halted on the threshold.

' How cone you weren't National Chanpion?' he
sai d.

"I had food poisoning on the day, actually.'

"Ch. Right.'

He stepped through

Multi-toothed death failed to happen to him He
risked a better ook to either side and then, swallow ng,



upwards as well.
" Not hi ng here,' he said.
"OK. I'mright behind you.'

On the screen the Border was al ready nuch bi gger
W're travelling very fast, he thought, and it's stil
nmore than four mnutes away, and already it's filling the
sky. Huge isn't the word for it

"l can see all round the room' he said. 'No-one s
here.’

' There was a control panel, wasn't there?' said
Kirsty. '"Hang on I'min the doorway now. Yes.
It's got to be behind the controls. Go ahead. |'m ready
if it |leaps out.'

I"mnot, he thought. He sidled across the floor unti
he coul d just see behind the bank of instrunents.

"There's noth . . . holdit.’

' What ?'

"I think it's the Captain.'’

"Is it alive?

'She. She's a she. You know she's a she. | can't tell
She's just . . . lying there. I'll have a | ook.'

'What good woul d that do?'

'"I"'mgoing to have a look, all right?
"Careful, then. Stay where | can keep an eye on you
He noved forward, searching the shadows around
t he edge of the huge room

It was the Captain, and she was alive. At |least, bits
of what was probably her chest were going up and
down. He knelt beside her
" Captai n?' he whi sper ed.
She opened one eye.

' Chosen One?'
'What happened?’
"He was . . . waiting. Wiile |l . . . talked to you
he crept in. . . hit ne

"\Where'd he go then?

"You... must... go. Not much tinme... left. The
fleet...is...'
"You're hurt. 1'Il get Ki - Sigourney over here
Her claw gripped his arm

"Listen to nme! He's going . . . to blow up the
ship! The fuel . . . the power plant . . . he's .

Johnny st ood up

'"Is she all right?" Kirsty called out.

"I don't know'

She was standing in the doorway, outlined against
the |ight.

There was a shadow behi nd her. As Johnny wat ched,
it spread its arnmns.

It was bigger than a ScreeWe should be, now It

wasn't a funny alligator - there was still a suggestion
of alligator there, but now there was insect, too, and
other things . . . things that had never existed outside
of dreans

Johnny shouted: 'He's behind you!' Then he | owered
hi s head and ran.

Kirsty turned

You can't trust dreans. If you live inside them they'l
turn on you, carry you al ong

He saw Kirsty turn and | ook up, and up, at the QGun-



nery O ficer.

The ScreeWee opened his nouth. There were nore
teeth than he'd had before; rows and rows of them and
every one glistening and sharp

Her dream Johnny thought. No wonder she al ways
fights.

" Shoot it! Shoot it!’

She was just staring. She didn't seemto want to
nove.

'You' ve got the gun!' he screaned.
She was |ike a statue.
" Shoot it!"

Kirsty shook her head vaguely and then, as if she'd
suddenly clicked awake, raised the gun

"COK,"' she said. 'Now'

The ScreeWe ignored her. He jerked his head up
and focused on Johnny. He hardly had eyes, now. The
alien seemed to be | ooking at Johnny with its teeth.

" Ah. The Chosen One,' it said. It slapped Kirsty out
of the way. She couldn't even have seen its arm nove.
One nonment she was ai ming, and the next she was
lifted into the air and dropping in a heap a few netres
away.

The gun clattered on to the floor and slid towards
Johnny.

' Chosen One!' hissed the ScreeWe. 'Foolish! W
are what we are! You disgrace your race and mne! For
you, and her . . . for you, there's no going back .

Kirsty was trying to get to her feet, her face con-
torted with anger.

Johnny reached down and picked up the gun

The ScreeWe waved two arnms in a sudden nove-
ment. Johnny flinched.

He heard, froma long way away, Kirsty call out:
"Quick! Throwit to nme! To ne!’

The alien smiled.

Johnny backed away a little. The alien was concen-
trating entirely on him

"To ne, you idiot!' shouted Kirsty.

"You?' said the alien to Johnny. 'Shoot ne? You
can't. Such weakness. Like your Captain. A disgrace
to the ScreeWee. Al ways weak. And that is why
you want peace. The strong never want peace.

Johnny rai sed the gun
The alien nmoved forward, slowy. His teeth seened

to fill the world. His arns seened |longer, his claws
shar per.
"You cannot,' it said. 'l've watched you. At |east the
ot her humans coul d fight! W coul d di e honourabl y!
But you . . . you talk and talk . . . you'd do anything

rather than fight. You'd do anything but face the truth.
You save manki nd? Hah!'

Johnny stepped back again, and felt the edge of the
control desk behind him There was no nore
retreating

"WIl you surrender?' he said.

' Never!'

Johnny saw a novenent out of the corner of his eye.
Kirsty was going to try to |l eap on the thing. But the



alien wasn't |ike the guards, now She wouldn't stand
a chance

He fired.

There was a small, sharp expl osion.

The ScreeWe | ooked down in shock at the sudden
bl ue stain spreading across his overall, and then back up
to Johnny al nost in bew | dernent.

"You shot me . . . in cold blood

'"No. My bl ood's never cold."'

The alien toppled forward. And now he was small er
again, nore like a ScreeWe

"And | had to,' said Johnny.

"You shot him' said the voice behind him He | ooked
round. The Captain had pulled herself to her feet.

"Yes.'

"You had to. But | didn't think you could

Johnny | ooked down at the gun. Hi's knuckles were
white. Wth sone difficulty, he managed to persuade
his fingers to let go.

"I didn't think I could, either.’

He wal ked over to Kirsty, who was staring at the
thing on the floor.

"Ww, ' she said, but quietly.

"Yes,' he said.

' You-'

"Yes, | shot him | shot him | wish | didn't have to,
but | had to. He was alive and now he isn't.' There were
nore al arnms sounding now, and red lights flashing on
the control panel. On the screen, the Border conpletely
filled the sky. 'Can we go? How rmuch | onger have we
got left?

She | ooked hazily at her watch.

"Amnute and a half.’

He was amazed. He felt he was sitting inside his own
head, watching hinmself. There wasn't any panic. The
hi m who was wat chi ng didn't know what to do, but
one outside seened to know everything. It was..

i ke a dream

"Can you run?' She nodded. 'Really fast? What am
| saying? You' ve probably won nedals. Cone on.

He pull ed her after him out of the bridge and al ong
the dark corridors. Kirsty was hardly concentrating any
nore; the walls glistened | ess. There were even nuts and
bol t s agai n.

They reached the capsule. Johnny ran fromleg to | eg
until he found the button that let down the ranmp. It
seened to take ages to come down.

' How | ong?'

"W've got fifty seconds
Up the ranmp, into the seats.

There weren't many controls. Johnny peered at them
"What are you doing? said Kirsty.

'Li ke you said before. Looking for one marked
"Doors Open".'

The screen flickered into life

"Johnny? The doors open fromup here,' said the
Capt ai n.

Johnny gl anced up at Kirsty.

"W didn't know that,' he said.

'"I's the ranp back up?



"Yes.'

' Door s opening.'

There was a clonk ahead of them and a hiss as the
air in the hall escaped through the w dening crack
The tw nkling, unreal stars of game space beckoned
t hem

Johnny' s hand hovered over the biggest red button
on the panel .

" Johnny?'
Yes, Captain.'
' Thank you. You did it,"'
"I'f not nme, then who?
'Hah. Yes. And now
' Perhaps we shall neet again.'
' Goodbye. "
"W could not have done it if we had
not had you to help us.'
" Anyt hi ng el se?'
' Goodbye. W& will not forget you.'
Johnny | ooked at Kirsty.
' How | ong?'
" Ten seconds!"’
'Let's go.'
He hit the button

There was a boom behind them The walls flashed
past. And suddenly they were surrounded by sky.

Johnny | eaned back against the seat. H s mnd was
bl ank, enpty, except for sonething which kept on
replaying itself like a piece of film

Over and over again, his nmenory fired the gun. Over
and over again, the alien collapsed. Action replay. Pin-
poi nt precision. Just |like the Real Thing.

Kirsty nudged him

"Can we steer it?

"Hm? What ?' He | ooked vaguely at the controls.
"Well, there's this joystick

"Turn us round, then. | want to watch them go
t hr ough. '

'Yes. Me too.'

The capsul e turned gently in the deep void of gane
space, right up agai nst the Border
The ScreeWe fleet hurtled past. As each ship
reached the Border it flickered and faded.
"Do you think they've got a planet to go to, really?
"I think they think so.'
"Do you think they'll ever be back?

' Not now.
"Um... look. . . when |I |ooked up and | saw that
thing . . | nean, it was so real. And | thought, but

it's alive, it's living, how can |
'Yes,' said Johnny.

"And then it was dead and . . . and | didn't feel |ike
cheering."'

"Yes.'

"When it's real, it's not easy. Because people die and
it's really over.'

"Yes. | know. Over and over. D you know what ?

" What ?'

"My friend Yo-less thinks dreans like this are a way



of dealing with real life.'

' Yes?'

"I think it's the other way round.'

"Yo-less is the black one?

"Yes. We call him Yo-less because he's not cool .’

"Anti-cool's quite cool too.'

"Isit? 1 didn't knowthat. Is it still cool to say "well
wi cked" ?'

"Johnny! It was never cool to say "well w cked"."'

' How about "vode"?'

'Vode' s cool .

"I just made it up.'

The capsule drifted onwards.

'"No reason why it can't be cool, though.'

'Ri ght.

Gane stars glittered.

" Johnny?'

' Yes?'

' How cone you get on with people so well? How
cone people always talk to you?

"Dunno. Because | listen, | suppose. And it helps to
be stupid.’

" Johnny?'

"Still here.’

"What did you nmean . . . you know, back there?

When you said | see aliens everywhere?

"Un Can't renenber.’

"You must have neant sonething.'’

"I"mnot even sure there are aliens. Only different
ki nds of us. But | know what the inmportant thing is.
The inportant thing is to be exactly sure about what
you' re doing. The inportant thing is to remenber it's
not a gane. None of it. Even the ganes.

The ship becanme a dot agai nst the night.

'"What do we do to get home? |'ve always had to die
to get out.'

"You can get out if you win.'

'There's a green button here.'’

"Wrth a try, yes?

'Ri ght.

Li ght was streaming into the room when Johnny woke
up. He lay in soneone el se's bed and | ooked around
t hrough hal f-cl osed eyes.

It was like all spare roons everywhere. There was the
lanp that was a bit ol d-fashioned and didn't fit in
anywhere el se. There was the bookcase with the
books that no-one read nuch. There was a | ack of
smal | things, apart froman ashtray on the bedside
tabl e.

There was a clock, but at sone tine in the past the
mai ns had gone off for a while and al t hough peopl e
must have sorted out every other clock in the house,
they'd forgotten about this one, so it just sat and fl ashed
7:41 continuously, day and night. But an absence of
sound from bel ow suggested that it was still early in the
nor ni ng.

He snuggl ed down, treasuring this tine stolen
bet ween dreamnmi ng and waki ng.

So - . . what next? He'd have to talk to Kirsty, who



dreaned of being Sigourney and forgot that she was

trying to be soneone who was acting. And he had a

suspi cion that he'd see his parents before |ong. He was
probably going to be talked at a lot, but at least that'd
make a change.

These were still Trying Times. There was stil
school . Nothing actually was better, probably. No-one
was doi ng anything with a magi ¢ wand.

But the fleet had got away. Conpared to that,
everything else was . . . well, not easy. But less like a
wal | and nore |ike steps.

You m ght never win, but at least you could try. If
not you, who el se?

He turned over and went back to sl eep

The Border hung in the sky.
Huge white letters, thousands of mles high
They spel | ed:

OVER

And the fleet roared past. Tankers, battl eshi ps,
fighters . . they soared and rolled, their shadows
streaking across the letters as ship after ship escaped,
ever.

NEW GAME?
(YI'N

for



