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  Somewhere deep in outer space . . .




  Bolts of pure energy rained down on the tiny starship, splintering and twisting its fragile hull wherever they touched it.




  The huge black battle cruiser Gharial lingered a moment, toying with the smaller craft, and then unleashed another furious burst of fire. Arcs of blue-hot light scythed towards the tiny

  ship from Gharial’s guns, blasting three of the smaller ship’s four engines into scrap and sending molten fragments spinning off in all directions.




  The last remaining engine tried to drag the little starship to safety, but a further blast from its attacker sliced it clean off the ship. The detached engine coughed out a thin wisp of vapour

  and expired. The little craft sat paralysed against the harsh blackness of space.




  One more hit would obliterate it.




  Aboard the Gharial, a radio spat out a burst of static.




  ‘We are receiving a message from the stricken vessel, O Marvellous Fanged Dictator,’ warbled Captain Yellowscale, bowing so low that his lizard nose scraped the shiny metal floor of

  the command bridge.




  From high upon his throne made of enemies’ skulls, Admiral Skink, Grand Ruler of the Swerdlixian Lizard Swarm and commanding officer of the Gharial, surveyed his underling with

  huge, cold eyes. ‘I suppose they want to plead for their wretched lives,’ he said with a snort.




  ‘You are indeed correct, O Wisest and Most Violent Lizard Emperor,’ said Yellowscale. ‘Shall I relay the message?’




  ‘Why not?’ said Admiral Skink, popping a Dysonian sparkworm – his favourite snack – into his huge jaws. ‘I could do with a chuckle.’ He bit down on the

  sparkworm, sending its delicious flammable juices oozing down his throat.
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  ‘It shall be done, O Gorgeous and Powerful Vanquisher of the Ganthorian Battle Mammoths,’ cooed Yellowscale and stabbed a button on his control panel. A thin, desperate voice echoed

  around the bridge.
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  ‘We have no hostile intent,’ it said. ‘Repeat – we are not hostile. This is a scientific vessel from the planet Squipdip. We are here merely to study the formation of

  comets in the Poppledock Gas Cloud. We are nice people with families and pets. We recycle. You have nothing to gain from our destruction.’




  Admiral Skink roared with laughter. ‘Open a communication channel to this ship,’ he ordered. ‘This is going to be fun.’




  ‘Channel open, O Wondrous Reptile Monarch,’ said Yellowscale.




  ‘Now hear me, Squipdipians,’ said Admiral Skink. ‘Your kind really makes me sick. Prancing about the universe collecting your weedy scientific data. Studying gas clouds? What

  use is that to anyone? Why aren’t you out there disintegrating stuff and waging war like any self-respecting civilisation ought to be doing, eh?’




  There was a pause. The radio crackled back into life. ‘We do not believe in violence,’ came the reply from the Squipdipian ship. ‘We believe in peaceful co-existence and the

  gathering of knowledge. We have learned much from our research inside the gas cloud, information that may be of great benefit to your species. Let us go free and we will share it with

  you.’




  ‘Pah!’ spat Admiral Skink. ‘I’ve heard some feeble bluffs in my time but that must surely be the most pathetic and transparent of all! Captain Yellowscale – blast

  that ship into extremely small pieces. Collect the bones of the dead. I wish to make them into a coffee table to go with this throne.’




  ‘Begging the humblest of all possible pardons, O Victorious Sultan of Pain,’ said Yellowscale, picking at the stitching of his imperial war-jerkin, ‘but our spies have reported

  odd goings-on in the Poppledock Gas Cloud of late. I venture gently to suggest that we listen to what this Squipdipian scum has to say – at least before we mash them to bits. It could be to

  our advantage.’




  ‘So, just to clarify the situation,’ said Admiral Skink, ‘I, Admiral Skink, the Most Powerful and Deadly Warlord in All Creation, gave a direct order to destroy the Squipdipian

  ship and you, a worthless underling unfit to scrape the space-barnacles off a second-hand moon bus, are questioning that order. Is that the gist of it?’




  ‘O Mighty Iguana-Faced Doombringer,’ stammered Yellowscale. ‘No offence was meant by—’




  ‘Yes or no?’ said Admiral Skink.




  Captain Yellowscale sighed. ‘Yes,’ he said and winced.




  ‘Come here,’ said Admiral Skink, motioning to the area in front of his throne with his huge clawed hand. ‘Stand before me.’




  ‘At once, O Magnificent Terror of the Skies,’ said Yellowscale as he scuttled to where his master was pointing.




  ‘Do you know what the penalty is for insubordination aboard this starship?’ asked Admiral Skink.




  ‘Alas, O Supreme Lizard Warrior,’ began Yellowscale. ‘I do not.’




  Admiral Skink opened his mighty jaws and unleashed a gigantic torrent of fire. The very air itself frazzled and singed. Where Captain Yellowscale had stood a split second earlier there was now

  only a small heap of smoking ashes.




  ‘I hope that answers your question,’ said Admiral Skink and popped another Dysonian sparkworm into his mouth. They were extra-hot ones – just the way he liked them. ‘Now

  hear me,’ he bellowed at the Squipdipian ship. ‘I am a warlord. What I do not conquer, I destroy. You have nothing worth conquering. That leaves me only one option.’




  ‘Please! You do not have to do this!’ said the voice from the radio.




  ‘I’m afraid,’ said Admiral Skink, ‘that if I am to maintain my reputation as the most unspeakably evil tyrant ever to draw breath in this vast universe of ours,

  you’ll find I do.’




  He jabbed a button on the arm of his throne. The Squipdipian vessel exploded in a dazzling flash of light.




  Admiral Skink gave a grunt of approval. That had been an agreeable afternoon’s entertainment, even if it did mean he would now have to go through the tedious process of finding a

  replacement for Yellowscale – the fourth underling he had incinerated in as many weeks. He settled back onto his throne of skulls and daydreamed of future battle campaigns. He was enjoying

  himself so much that when his ship was crushed to dust moments later by the Hideous and Unimaginably Vast Comet Creature of Poppledock, which had just emerged from its hiding place in the nearby

  gas cloud, it took him very much by surprise.
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  ‘Lance Spratley - where on earth do you think you’re going?’




  The sound of his mother’s voice stopped the eleven-year-old boy in his tracks as surely as if he had walked into a wall. Lance’s narrow shoulders sagged. He had been so close to

  making it out through the door. ‘You know where I’m going,’ he said. ‘Blimey. I’ve told you about fifty million billion times.’




  ‘Don’t be cheeky,’ said his mother, a chubby woman with tall spiky hair. From a distance she looked a little like a pine cone.




  ‘I’m going over to Tori’s to watch the meteor shower,’ said Lance. ‘You said I could. It’s a special meeting of the Knowledge Warriors.’ He reached for

  the handle of the kitchen door.




  ‘Not so fast,’ said his mother. ‘I said you could go and see your little girlfriend when you’d done your chores and not before.’




  ‘Ha! Lance has got a girlfriend!’ cried a mocking voice. It was Sally, his pigtailed seven-year-old sister. She was sitting at the kitchen table refusing to eat her Turkey

  Guzzlers.




  Lance slowly shut his eyes. His previous year’s form teacher, Mrs Bellflower, had taught her class how to deal with stress by picturing a relaxing image at times of anxiety. The idea was

  to imagine yourself away into a pleasanter place.




  Lance liked to picture himself as an astronaut floating gently through space – and this is what he did now. In his mind’s eye he saw the Earth far below him, its feathery clouds

  gliding across vast expanses of sapphire-blue ocean, all his troubles ten thousand miles away and unable to reach him.




  He spent a lot of time in space when he was around his family.




  ‘First,’ he said, snapping out of his daydream, ‘Tori and me are just friends, as you both well know. Nothing more. Second, I’ve done everything I had to do. I finished

  my project on koalas for school and I’ve tidied up my room and taken out the rubbish.’




  ‘Aren’t we forgetting something?’ said his mother. ‘Today is the last Thursday of the month.’




  Lance’s heart sank. He had forgotten.




  Mr and Mrs Spratley ran a home business buying and selling on the Internet auction site u-flogit.com. They bought all kinds of things – cars and motorbikes, posters of

  film stars, rusty kettles, fluffy toilet seat covers, garden sheds, stuffed magpies, old soldiers’ medals, board games with vital pieces missing, dog collars, budgie cages and cat baskets.

  After purchasing these items, they immediately put them back for sale on the same website, but with a more impressive-sounding description and a much higher price tag. Once they bought a broken

  vase and sold it for twice the price later the same day as a ‘luxury, do it-yourself, self-assembly vase starter kit’.




  Like most people who run businesses, Mr and Mrs Spratley were obsessed with knowing in excruciating detail exactly how much money they were raking in. Lance’s job was to go through the

  accounts on the last Thursday of every month and prepare a graph on the family computer showing how many items had been bought and sold, and at how much profit.




  Only this month, he had forgotten to do it.




  ‘I will do it,’ he said. ‘When I get back. I promise. Honestly.’




  ‘And what time are you planning on getting back, may I ask?’ said his mother.




  ‘I don’t know,’ said Lance. ‘Blimey. It’s a meteor shower. It ends when it ends. It’s the universe, Mum. No one can control it.’




  Mrs Spratley sniffed. ‘I don’t care about the universe,’ she said. ‘All I want is that graph ready to show your father when he comes back from the pub.’




  Mr Spratley made a habit of visiting his local, The Hand and Racquet, every evening between the hours of seven and eleven. He assured his wife this was because he was doing something

  called ‘networking’, which involved ‘meeting new supply-chain contacts’ and ‘forging links with local businesses in this changeable economic climate’. He always

  came home singing loudly.




  ‘Can’t I do it tomorrow?’ pleaded Lance. ‘I’ll get up extra early and do it before I go to school.’




  ‘I should jolly well think not!’ said his mother. ‘If it’s not ready by the time your father gets back, I’m the one who has to put up with his whining. Do it now,

  Lance. It only takes a few minutes.’




  ‘It does not,’ said Lance. ‘It takes ages because you and Dad keep your accounts in such a mess. Instead of writing down every sale and purchase in a book like a normal

  business, you both just scribble on any old bits of paper that come to hand – envelopes, takeaway napkins, the gas bill, my school report. I bet monkeys in the jungle have a more efficient

  system for counting how many bananas they have.’




  ‘I’ve warned you about that cheek!’ said Mrs Spratley, waving a stern finger at her son.




  Lance looked out of the window. It was getting dark. The meteor shower would be visible soon. He heaved a sigh. ‘Isn’t there some compromise we can reach, Mum?’ he said.

  ‘Some other little task I can help you out with? Whatever it is, I’ll do it tomorrow along with Dad’s graph – I promise – if you’ll just let me go now.

  Pleeeeeeease?’ He tried to make his eyes look as big and soppy as possible.




  Mrs Spratley smiled the sort of smile that must flit across the face of a hungry crocodile as it spies a wildebeest innocently sauntering down to the river for a quick drink and a paddle.

  ‘There is a certain little task you could do, actually, Lance. Now that I think about it.’




  Lance frowned, trying to think what task she was referring to, and then his eyebrows suddenly rocketed upwards like startled birds. ‘You don’t mean what I think you mean, do

  you?’ he asked in a quavering voice.




  Mrs Spratley nodded. ‘It’s got to be done, Lance. We’ve been putting it off for months. That thing’s a public health hazard. I’m surprised the council haven’t

  been round here to condemn the whole house because of it.’




  ‘But I hate going near it. It’s gross!’




  ‘And getting grosser by the day,’ said Mrs Spratley. ‘Which is why it needs a thorough cleaning.’




  Lance had read in a computer magazine that it was common for keyboards to acquire dirt over their lifetime. Eyelashes, flakes of dead skin, globules of earwax, toast crumbs, sesame seeds –

  all these items had a habit of falling down between the keys and accumulating into a layer of stinky black sludge. The magazine had advised you to clean out your keyboard every few weeks to prevent

  this substance building up. All you had to do was turn the keyboard upside down and place it on a sheet of paper. You gave the back a few taps, lifted up the keyboard and then marvelled with

  disgust at all the horrible, grimy scraps of unpleasantness that dropped out.




  But none of the Spratleys had ever performed this simple act of hygiene since they bought the family computer six years previously. Consequently, its keyboard was dirty. Very dirty.

  Things-living-in-it dirty. Lately, Mr Spratley had taken to wearing washing-up gloves whenever he used it.




  Lance grimaced. ‘Okay,’ he said, gritting his teeth. ‘I’ll do it. I’ll clean out the keyboard.’




  ‘Promise?’ said Mrs Spratley.




  ‘I promise,’ said Lance. There was no escaping it this time. He would have to borrow some industrial cleaning fluid from somewhere. Or maybe a flamethrower. . .
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  ‘All right,’ said his mother. ‘If you’ll do that and take Sally to the park tomorrow after school I think we have a deal.’




  ‘What?’ said Lance. ‘Not that too? You’re kidding me?’ He was still angry with his sister for getting jam all over his microscope; she had an awful knack of

  casually ruining his most prized possessions.
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