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CHAPTER 1

One day, when he was naughty, Mr Bunnsy |ooked over the hedge into Farmer Fred'sfield and it was
full of green lettuces. Mr Bunnsy, however, was not full of lettuces. Thisdid not seem fair.

- FromMr Bunnsy Has an Adventure

Ratd!
They chased the dogs and bit the cats, they-

But there was more to it than that. Asthe amazing Maurice said, it was just a story about people and
rats. And the difficult part of it was deciding who the people were, and who weretherats.

But MdiciaGrim said it was a story about stories.
It began-partof it began-on the mail coach that came over the mountains from the distant cities of the
plan.

Thiswasthe part of the journey that the driver didn't like. The way wound through forests and around
mountains on crumbling roads. There were deegp shadows between the trees. Sometimes he thought
things were following the coach, keeping just out of sght. It gave him the willies.

And onthis journey, theredly big willie was that he could hear voices. Hewas sure of it. They were
coming from behind him, from the top of the coach, and there was nothing there but the big ailcloth
mail-sacks and the young man's luggage. There was certainly nothing big enough for a person to hide
insde. But occasiondly he was sure he heard squeaky voices, whispering.

There was only one passenger at this point. He was afair-haired young man, sitting al by himsdlf inside
the rocking coach, reading a book. He was reading dowly, and aloud, moving hisfinger over the words.

'‘Ubberwald," he read out.

That's"Uberwald",' said asmall, squeaky but very clear voice. 'The dots makeit a sort of long "000"
sound. But you'redoing well.'



'‘Ooooocberwald?

"There's such athing astoo much pronunciation, kid," said another voice, which sounded half adeep. 'But
you know the best thing about Uberwad? It'salong, long way from Sto Lat. It'salong way from
Pseudopoalis. It'salong way fromanywher e where the Commander of the Watch says helll have us
boiled diveif he ever seesusagain. And it's not very modern. Bad roads. Lots of mountainsin the way.
People don't move about much up here. So news doesn't travel very fast, see? And they don't have
policemen. Kid, we can make afortune here!’

'‘Maurice? sad the boy, carefully.

'Yes, kid?

'Y ou don't think what we're doing is, you know.... dishonest, do you?

There was a pause before the voice said, 'How do you mean, dishonest?

'Well... wetake their money, Maurice.' The coach rocked and bounced over a pot-hole.

‘All right,’ said the unseen Maurice, 'but what you've got to ask yourself iswho do we take the money
from, actualy?

'Wdll... it'sgenerdly the mayor or the city council or someone like that."

‘Right. And that meansit's... what? I've told you this bit before.’

'Er...!

"It isgov-ern-ment money, kid,' said Maurice patiently. 'Say it? Gov-ern-ment money.'

'Gov-ern-ment money,’ said the boy obediently.

‘Right! And what do governments do with money?

'Er, they...'

"They pay soldiers,' said Maurice. 'They have wars. In fact, we've prob'ly stopped alot of wars by
taking the money and putting it whereit can't do any harm. They'd put up stachoosto us, if they thought
about it

‘Some of those towns |ooked pretty poor, Maurice," said the kid doubtfully.

'Hey, just the kind of places that don't need wars, then.’

'‘Dangerous Beans saysit's...' The boy concentrated, and hislips moved before he said the word, asiif
he was trying out the pronunciation to himsdlf, '... It'sun-eth-ickle’

‘That'sright, Maurice,' said the squeaky voice. 'Dangerous Beans says we shouldn't live by trickery.'

‘Listen, Peaches,trickery iswhat humans are dl about,' said the voice of Maurice. 'They're so keen on
tricking one ancther dl the time that they eect governmentsto do it for them.We give them vauefor



money. They get ahorrible plague of rats, they pay arat piper, theratsdl follow the kid out of town,
hoppity-skip, end of plague, everyone's happy that no-one's widdling in the flour any more, the
government gets re-dected by agrateful population, generd celebration al round. Moneywell spent, in
my opinion.’

‘But there's only a plague because we make them think thereis," said the voice of Peaches.

'Wéll, my dear, another thing al those little governments spend their money on is rat-catchers, see?|
don't know why | bother with thelot of you, | redly dont.’

'Y es, but we-'

They realized that the coach had stopped. Outside, in therain, there wasthe jingle of harness. Then the
coach rocked alittle, and there was the sound of running feet.

A voicefrom out of the darkness said, 'Are there anywizards in there?

The occupantslooked at one another in puzzlement.

'No? said thekid, the kind of 'no’ that means 'why are you asking?

'How about anywitches 7 said the voice.

'No, no witches," said the kid.

‘Right. Arethere any heavily-armedtrolls employed by the mail-coach company in there?

'l doubt it,' said Maurice.

There was amoment's pause, filled with the sound of therain.

'OK, how about werewolves? said the voice eventudly.

'What do they look like? asked the kid.

'Ah, well, they look perfectly normal right up to the point where they grow al, like, hair and teeth and
giant paws and legp through the window at you,' said the voice. The speaker sounded as though he was
working through alig.

'Wevedl got hair and teeth,’ said the kid.

'So youare werewolves, then?

No.

'Fine, fine." There was another pausefilled with rain. 'OK, vampires,' said the voice. 'It'sawet night, you
wouldn't want to be flying in weether likethis. Any vampiresin there?

'No!" said the kid. 'We're dl perfectly harmless!'

'Oh boy," muttered Maurice, and crawled under the sedt.



That'sardlief,' said the voice. Y ou can't be too careful these days. Theresalot of funny people about.’
A crossbow was pushed through the window, and the voice said, Y our moneyand your life. It'sa
two-for-one deal, see?

"The money'sin the case on the roof,' said Maurices voice, from floor level.

The highwayman looked around the dark interior of the coach. "Who said that? he asked.

'Er, me," said the boy.

'I didn't seeyour lips move, kid!"

"The moneyis on theroof. In the case. But if | wasyou | wouldn't-'

'Hah, | just 'spect you wouldn't,’ said the highwayman. His masked face disappeared from the window.

The boy picked up the pipe that was lying on the seat beside him. It was the type still known as a penny
whistle, dthough no-one could remember when they'd ever cost only a penny.

'Play "Robbery with Violence', kid,' said Maurice, quietly.
‘Couldn't we just give him money? said the voice of Peaches. It wasalittle voice.
'Money isfor peopleto giveus,' said Maurice, sternly.

Above them, they heard the scrape of the case on the roof of the coach as the highwayman dragged it
down.

The boy obediently picked up the flute and played afew notes. Now there were anumber of sounds.
There was a creak, athud, a sort of scuffling noise and then avery short scream.

When there was silence, Maurice climbed back onto the seat and poked his head out of the coach, into
the dark and rainy night. '‘Good man,' he said. 'Sengible. The more you struggle, the harder they bite.
Prob'ly not broken skin yet? Good. Come forward abit so | can see you. But carefully, eh? We don't
want anyone to panic, do we?

The highwayman reappeared in the light of the coach lamps. He waswalking very dowly and carefully,
his legs soread wide apart. And he was quietly whimpering.

'Ah, thereyou are," said Maurice, cheerfully. 'Went straight up your trouser legs, did they? Typical rat
trick. Just nod, 'cos we don't want to set ‘em off. No tellin’ where it might end.’

The highwayman nodded very dowly. Then hiseyes narrowed. 'Y ou're acat ? he mumbled. Then his
eyes crossed and he gasped.

'Did | say talk? said Maurice. 'l don'tthink | said talk, did I? Did the coachman run away or did you kill
him? The man's face went blank. 'Ah, quick learner, Ilike that in ahighwayman,' said Maurice. 'Y ou can
answer that question.’

'Ran away," said the highwayman hoarsaly.



Maurice stuck his head back insde the coach. 'Whadjathink? he said. '‘Coach, four horses, probably
some vauablesin the mail-bags... could be, oh, athousand dollars or more. The kid could driveit.
Worth atry?

‘That'sstealing, Maurice,' said Peaches. She was sitting on the seat beside the kid. Shewas arat.

‘Notstealing as such,’ said Maurice. 'More...findin' . Thedriver'srun away, soit'slike... savage. Hey,
that'sright, we could turn it in for the reward. That'smuch better. Legal, too. Shall we?

'People would ask too many questions,’ said Peaches.

'If wejust leave it, someoneyawlp will sted it,' wailed Maurice. 'Somethief will take it avay! Much
better if wetakeit, eh?We're not thieves!

Wewillleave it, Maurice,' said Peaches.

'Inthat casg, let's sted the highwayman's horse,' said Maurice, asif the night wouldn't be properly
finished unlessthey solesomething . 'Steding from athief isn't stedling, 'cosit cancels out.

'We can't stay here dl night,’ said the kid to Peaches. 'He's got apoint.'

‘That'sright!" said the highwayman urgently. 'Y ou can't say heredl night!'

"That'sright,' said a chorus of voicesfrom histrousers, ‘'we can't stay here dl night!’

Maurice sighed, and stuck hishead out of the window again. 'O-K,' he said. 'Thisiswhat we're going to
do. You're going to stand very still looking straight in front of you, and you won't try any tricks because if
you do I've only got to say the word-'

'Don't say the word!" said the highwayman even more urgently.

‘Right,' said Maurice, ‘and well take your horse as a punishment and you can have the coach because
that'd be stealing and only thieves are allowed to stedl. Fair enough?

'Anything you say!" said the highwayman, then he thought about this and added hurriedly, 'But please
don't sayanything !' He kept staring straight ahead. He saw the boy and the cat get out of the coach. He
heard various sounds behind him asthey took his horse. And he thought about his sword. All right, he
was going to get awhole mail coach out of thisdedl, but there was such athing as professond pride.

‘All right," said the voice of the cat after awhile. "Weredl going to leave now, and you've got to promise
not to move until we're gone. Promise?

'Y ou have my word as athief,’ said the highwayman, dowly lowering ahand to his sword.
‘Right. We certainly trust you,' said the voice of the cat.

The man fdlt histrouserslighten asthe rats poured out and scampered away, and he heard the jingle of
harness. He waited a moment, then spun around, drew his sword and ran forward.

Sightly forward, in any case. He wouldn't have hit the ground so hard if someone hadn't tied his



bootlaces together.

They said he was amazing. The Amazing Maurrice, they said. Hed never meant to be amazing. It had just
happened.

He'd realized something was odd that day, just after lunch, when held looked into areflection in apuddlie
and thoughtthat's me . He'd never beenaware of himself before. Of course, it was hard to remember
how held thought before he became amazing. It seemed to him that his mind had been just akind of
soup.

And then there had been the rats, who lived under the rubbish hegp in one corner of histerritory. Hed
realized there was something educated about the rats when he jumped on one and it'd said, 'Can we talk
about this?, and part of hisamazing new brain had told him you couldn't eeat someone who could talk. At
least, not until you'd heard what they'd got to say.

The rat had been Peaches. She wasn't like other rats. Nor were Dangerous Beans, Donut Enter,
Darktan, Hamnpork, Big Savings, Toxie and al the rest of them. But, then, Maurice wasn't like other
cats any more.

Other cats were, suddenly,stupid . Maurice tarted to hang around with therats, instead. They were
someoneto talk to. He got on fine so long as he remembered not to eat anyone they knew.

Therats spent alot of time worrying about whythey were suddenly so clever. Maurice considered that
thiswas awaste of time. Stuff happened. But the rats went on and on about whether it was something on
the rubbish hegp that they'd eaten, and even Maurice could see that wouldn't explain howhe'd got
changed, because held never eaten rubbish. And he certainly wouldn't eat any rubbish offthat heap,
seeing aswhereit camefrom...

He consdered that the rats were, quite frankly, dumb. Clever, OK, butdumb . Maurice had lived on the
streetsfor four years and barely had any earsleft and scarsal over hisnose, and hewassmart . He
swaggered so much when hewalked that if he didn't dow down he flipped himsdf over. When hefluffed
out histall people had to step around it. He reckoned you had to be smart to live for four years on these
streets, especidly with al the dog gangs and fredlance furriers. One wrong move and you were lunch and
apair of gloves. Yes, youhad to be smart.

Y ou dso had to berich. Thistook some explaining to the rats, but Maurice had roamed the city and
learned how things worked and money, he said, wasthe key to everything.

And then one day he'd seen the stupid-looking kid playing the flute with his cap in front of him for
pennies, held had anidea. An amazing idea. It just turned up, bang, al at once. Rats, flute, stupid-looking
kid...

And held said, 'Hey, stupid-looking kid! How would you like to make your fortu-nah, kid, I'm down
here...'

Dawn was breaking when the highwayman's horse came out of the forests, over apass, and wasreined
to ahat in aconvenient wood.

Theriver valey stretched out below, with atown hunched up againgt the dliffs.

Maurice clambered out of the saddle-bag, and stretched. The stupid-looking kid helped the rats out of



the other bag. They'd spent the journey hunched up on the money, athough they were too paliteto say
that this was because no-one wanted to deep in the same bag asa cat.

'What's the name of the town, kid? Maurice said, sitting on arock and looking down at the town.
Behind them, the rats were counting the money again, stacking it in piles beside itsleather bag. They did
this every day. Even though he had no pockets, there was something about Mauirice that made everyone
want to check their change as often as possible.

"'scalled Bad Blintz," said the kid, referring to the guide-book.

'Ahem... should we be going there, if it's bad? said Peaches, looking up from the counting.
'Hah, it's not called Bad becauseit'sbad ,' said Maurice. That's foreign language forbath, see?
'Soit'sredly caled Bath Blintz? said Donut Enter.

‘Nah, nah, they call itBath because...' The Amazing Maurice hesitated, but only for amoment, 'because
they got a bath, see? Very backward place, this. Not many baths around. But they've got one, and
they're very proud of it, so they want everyone to know. Y ou prob'ly have to buy tickets even to have a
look at it."

'Isthattrue, Maurice? said Dangerous Beans. He asked the question quite politely, but it was clear that
what he wasredly saying was'l don't think that istrue, Maurice.'

Ah, yes... Dangerous Beans. Dangerous Beans was difficult to dea with. Really, he shouldn't be. Back
inthe old days, Maurice thought, he wouldn't even have esten arat so smdl and pale and generally
ill-looking. He stared down at the little albino rat, with his snow-white fur and pinky eyes. Dangerous
Beans did not stare back, because he was too short-sighted. Of course, being nearly blind was not too
much of adrawback to aspeciesthat spent most of itstime in the darkness and had a sense of smell that
was, asfar as Maurice could understand it, amost as good as sight and sound and speech al put
together. For example, the rat always turned to face Maurice and looked directly at him when he spoke.
It was uncanny. Maurice had known ablind cat that walked into doors alot, but Dangerous Beans never
did that.

Dangerous Beans wasn't the head rat. That was Hamnpork's job. Hamnpork was big and fierce and a
bit scabby, and he didn't much like having anew-fangled brain and hecertainly didn't like talking to a cat.
He'd been quite old when the rats had Changed, asthey cdlled it, and he said he was tooold to change.
He left talking-to-Maurice to Dangerous Beans, who'd been born just after the Change. And that little rat
was clever. Incredibly clever. Too clever. Maurice needed dl histricks when he was dedling with
Dangerous Beans.

'It'samazing, the stuff | know," said Maurice, blinking dowly at him. 'Anyway, it's anice-looking town.
Looksrich to me. Now, what well dois

‘Ahem...'

Mauricehated that sound. If there was a sound worse than Dangerous Beans asking one of hisodd little
questions, it was Peaches clearing her throat. It meant she was going to say something, very quietly,
which was going to upset him.

'Yes? he said sharply.



‘Do wereally need to keep on doing this? she said.

'Well, of course,no ,' said Maurice. 'l don't haveto be hereat all . I'm acat, right? A cat with my
talents? Hah! | could've got mysdlf aredly cushy job with a conjurer. Or aventrilosgwist, maybe.
Therésnoend to the things | could be doing, right, ‘cos peoplelike cats. But, owing to being incredibly,
you know, stupid andkind-hearted, | decided to help abunch of rodents who are, and let's be frank
here, not exactly number one favourites with humans. Now some of you,' and here he cast ayelow eye
towards Dangerous Beans, 'have someidea of going to someidand somewhere and starting up akind of
rat civilization of your very own, which | think isvery, you know,admirable, but for that you need...
what did | tell you that you need?

'Money, Maurice,' said Dangerous Beans, 'but-'

'‘Money. That'sright, ‘cos what can you get with money? He looked around at the rats. 'Beginswith a
B," he prompted.

‘Boats, Maurice, but-'

'And then there's al the tools you'll need, and food, of course-'

"There's coconuts, said the stupid-looking kid, who was polishing hisflute.

'Oh, did someone speak? said Maurice. 'What do you know about it, kid?

'Y ou get coconuts,’ said the kid. 'On desert idands. A man selling them told me.’
'How? said Maurice. He wasn't too sure about coconuts.

I don't know. Y ou just get them.’

'Oh, | supposethey just grow on trees, do they? said Maurice sarcasticaly. 'Sheesh, | just don't know
what you ot would do without... anyone? He glared at the group. ‘Beginswithan M.

'Y ou, Maurice,' said Dangerous Beans. 'But, you see, what wethink is, really-'

'Y es? said Maurice,

'‘Ahem," said Peaches. Maurice groaned. 'What Dangerous Beans means,’ said the femaerat, ‘isthat al
this stedling grains and cheese and gnawing holesin wallsis, well..." Shelooked up into Maurice's yellow
eyes. 'Isnot morally right .’

‘But it'swhat ratsdo!' said Maurice.

‘But we fed we shouldn't,’ said Dangerous Beans. 'We should be making our own way in the world!'

'Oh dear oh dear oh dear,’ said Maurice, shaking his head. 'Ho for theidand, eh? The Kingdom of the
Rats! Not that I'm laughing at your dream,’ he added hastily. 'Everyone needstheir little dreams.” Maurice
truly that, too. If you knew what it was that people redlly,really wanted, you very nearly controlled them.

Sometimes he wondered what the stupid-looking kid wanted. Nothing, asfar as Maurice could tell, but



to be dlowed to play hisflute and be left dlone. But... well, it waslike that thing with the coconuts. Every
s0 often the kid would come out with something that suggested held been listening al along. People like
that are hard to steer.

But cats aregood at steering people. A miaow here, apurr there, alittle gentle pressure with aclaw...
and Maurice had never had tothink about it before. Cats didn't have to think. They just had to know
what they wanted. Humans had to do the thinking. That's what they werefor.

Maurice thought about the good old days before his brain had started whizzing like afirework. Hed turn
up at the door of the University kitchens and look swest, and then the cooks wouldtry to work out what
he wanted. It was amazing! They'd say things like 'Does 0o want abowl of milk, den? Does oo want a
biscuit? Does 0o want dese nice scraps, den? And all Maurice would have to do was wait patiently until
they got to a sound he recognized, like 'turkey legs or 'minced lamb'.

But he was sure held never eaten anything magica. There was no such thing as enchanted chicken
giblets, wasthere?

It was the ratswho'd eaten the magica stuff. The dump they called 'home' and dso caled 'lunch’ was
round the back of the University, and it was auniversity for wizards, after al. The old Maurice hadn't
paid much attention to people who weren't holding bowls, but he was aware that the big men in pointy
hats made strange things happen.

And now he knew what happened to the stuff they used, too. It got tossed over the wall when they'd
finished with it. All the old worn-out spell-books and the stubs of the dribbly candles and the remains of
the green bubbly stuff in the cauldrons al ended up on the big dump, aong with thetin cans and old
boxes and the kitchen waste. Oh, the wizards had put up signs saying 'Dangerous and 'Toxic, but the
rats hadn't been able to read in those days and theyliked dribbly candle ends.

Maurice hadnever esten anything off the dump. A good motto in life, he'd reckoned, was. don't eat
anything that glows.

But he'd become intelligent, too, at about the sametime astherats. It wasamystery.

Since then held done what cats dways did. He steered people. Now some of the rats counted as people
too, of course. But people were people, even if they had four legs and had caled themsalves nameslike
Dangerous Beans, which isthe kind of name you give yourself if you learn to read before you understand
what dl the words actualy mean, and read the notices and the labels of f the old rusty cans and give
yourself namesyou like the sound of .

The trouble with thinking was that, once you started, you went on doing it. And asfar as Maurice was
concerned, the rats were thinking agood deal too much. Dangerous Beans was bad enough, but he was
s0 busy thinking stupid thoughts about how rats could actudly build their own country somewhere that
Maurice could dedl with him. It was Peaches who was the worst. Maurice's usual trick of just talking fast
until people got confused didn't work on her at all.

'Ahem," she began again, ‘we think that this should be the last time!'

Maurice stared. The other rats backed away dightly, but Peaches just stared back.

"Thismust be the very last timewe do the silly "plague of rats' trick,' said Peaches. 'And that'sfind.'



'‘And what does Hamnpork think about this? said Maurice. He turned to the head rat, who had been
watching them. It was dways a good idea appeding to Hamnpork when Peaches was giving trouble,
because he didn't like her very much.

'What d'you mean, think? said Hamnpork.
'l... gr, | think we should stop doing thistrick,' said Peaches, dipping her head nervoudy.

'Oh,you think too, do you? said Hamnpork. 'Everyone's thinking these days. | think there's agood deal
too much of thisthinking, that'swhatl think. We never thought about thinking when | wasalad. Wed
never get anything doneif wethought first.'

He gave Maurice aglare, too. Hamnpork didn't like Maurice. He didn't like most things that had
happened since the Change. In fact Maurice wondered how long Hamnpork was going to last as leader.
Hedidn't like thinking. He belonged to the days when arat leader just had to be big and stroppy. The
world was moving far too fast for him now, which made him angry.

Hewasn't so much leading now as being pushed.
'l... Dangerous Beans, gir, believes that we should be thinking of settling down, sir,’ said Peaches.

Maurice scowled. Hamnpork wouldn't listen to Peaches, and she knew it, but Dangerous Beans was the
nearest thing the rats had to awizard and even big rats listened to him.

'l thought we were going to get on aboat and find an idand somewhere,' said Hamnpork. 'Very ratty
places, boats, he added, approvingly. Then he went on, with adightly nervous and dightly annoyed look
at Dangerous Beans, 'And people tell me that we need this money stuff because now we can do dl this
thinking weve got to be eff... €fit...’

'Ethical, gr," said Dangerous Beans.
'Which sounds unratty to me. Not that my opinion counts for anything, it seems,’ said Hamnpork.

"We've got enough money, dr,' said Peaches. "We've dready got alot of money. Wehave got alot of
money, haven't we, Maurice." It wasn't aquestion; it was akind of accusation.

'Well, when you say alot -' Maurice began.

'And in fact we've got more money than we thought,’ said Peaches, till in the same tone of voice. It was
very polite, but it just kept going and it asked all the wrong questions. A wrong question for Maurice was
onethat he didn't want anyone to ask. Peaches gave her little cough again. Thereason | say weve got
more money, Maurice, isthat you said what were cdled "gold coins' were shiny like the moon and "slver
coins’ were shiny like the sun, and you'd keep dl the silver coins. In fact, Maurice, that's the wrong way
around. It'sthe silver coinsthat are shiny like the moon.’

Maurice thought arude word in cat language, which has agreat many of them. What was the point of
education, he thought, if people went out afterwards and used it?

'So wethink, sir," said Dangerous Beans to Hamnpork, ‘that after this one last time we should share out
the money and go our separate ways. Besides, it's getting dangerous to keep repeeting the same trick.
We should stop beforeit'stoo late. There's ariver here. We should be ableto get to the sea’



'‘Anidand with no humansorkrllrrt cats would be agood place,' said Hamnpork.
Maurice didn' let his smile fade, even though he knew whatkrllrrt meant.
'And we wouldn't want to keep Maurice from hiswonderful new job with the conjurer,’ said Peaches.

Maurice's eyes narrowed. For amomenthe came closeto bresking hisiron rule of not eating anyone that
could talk. "'What about you, kid? he said, looking up at the stupid-looking kid.

'l don't mind,' said the kid.

'Don't mind what? said Maurice,

'Don't mind anything, redly,’ said the kid. 'Just 0 long as no-one stops me playing.’
‘But you've got to think of the future!" said Maurice.

'l am,’ said the kid. 'l want to go on playing my music in the future. It doesn't cost anything to play. But
maybe therats are right. We've had a couple of narrow squesks, Maurice!

Maurice gave the kid asharp look to seeif he was making ajoke, but the kid had never done that kind
of thing before. He gave up. Wdll, notexactly gave up. Maurice hadn't got where he was by giving up on
problems. He just put them to one side. After al, something always turned up. 'OK, fine," he said. 'Well
do it one more time and split the money three ways. Fine.Not a problem. But if thisisgoing to be the last
time, let's make it one to remember, en? He grinned.

Therats, being rats, were not keen on seeing agrinning cat, but they understood that a difficult decison
had been made. They breathed tiny Sghs of relief.

‘Areyou happy with that, kid? said Maurice.

'l can go on playing my flute afterwards? said the kid.

'Absolutely.’

'OK,' said the kid.

The money, shiny like the sun and shiny like the moon, was solemnly put back initsbag. Therats
dragged the bag under the bushes and buried it. No-one could bury money likerats, and it didn't pay to
take too much into towns.

Then there was the horse. It was a valuable horse, and Maurice was very, very sorry to turn it loose.
But, as Peaches pointed out, it was a highwayman's horse, with avery ornate saddle and bridle. Trying to

&l it here could be dangerous. People would talk. It might attract the attention of the government. This
was no time to have the Watch on their tails.

Maurice walked to the edge of the rock and looked down at the town, which was waking up under the
aunrise. ‘Let's make thisthebig one, then, eh? he said, asrats came back. 'l want to see maximum
sgueaking and making faces at people and widdling on stuff, OK?



"Wethink that widdling on stuff isnot really-' Dangerous Beans began, but ‘Ahem,’ said Peaches, and so
Dangerous Beans went on: 'Oh, | supposg, if it'sthelast time...’

I've widdled on everything since | was out of the nest,’ said Hamnpork.'Now they tell meit's not right. If
that'swhatthinking means, I'm glad | don't do any.'

‘Let'sleave 'emamazed ,' said Maurice. 'Rats? They think they've seen ratsin that town? After they've
seenus, they'll be making upstoried’

CHAPTER 2

Mr Bunnsy had alot of friendsin Furry Bottom. But what Mr Bunnsy was friendly with more than
anything ese wasfood.

- FromMr Bunnsy Has An Adventure

Thiswasthe plan.
And it was agood plan. Even therats, even Peaches, had to admit that it had worked.

Everyone knew about plagues of rats. There were famous stories about the rat pipers, who made their
living going from town to town getting rid of plagues of rats. Of course there weren't just rat
plagues-sometimes there were plagues of accordion-players, brickstied up with string, or fish-but it was
the rats everyone knew about.

And that, redlly, wasit. Y ou didn't needmany rats for a plague, not if they knew their business. Onerat,
popping up here and there, squeaking loudly, taking a bath in the fresh cream and widdling in the flour,
could beaplaguedl by himsdf.

After afew daysof this, it was amazing how glad people were to see the stupid-looking kid with his
magical rat pipe. And they were amazed when rats poured out of every holeto follow him out of the
town. They were so amazed that they didn't bother much about the fact that there were only afew

hundred rats.

They'd have beenreally amazed if they'd ever found out that the rats and the piper met up with acat
somewherein the bushes out of town, and solemnly counted out the money.

Bad Blintz was waking up when Maurice entered with the kid. No-one bothered them, although
Maurice got alot of interest. Thisdid not worry him. He knew he was interesting. Catswalked asif they
owned the place anyway, and the world was full of stupid-looking kids and people weren't rushing to see
another one.

It looked as though today was amarket day, but there weren't many stalls and they were mostly selling,
well, junk. Old pans, pots, used shoes... thekind of things people have to sell when they're short of

money.

Maurice had seen plenty of markets, on their journeys through other towns, and he knew how they
should go.



"There should be fat women selling chickens," he said. "And people selling sweetsfor the kids, and
ribbons. Tumblers and clowns. Even weasd jugglers, if you're lucky.'

‘Thereés nothing like that. There's hardly anything to buy, by the look of it,’ said the kid. 'l thought you
sadthiswasarich town, Maurice.'

'Wdll, itlooked rich, said Maurice. 'All those big fieldsin the valey, dl those boats on theriver... youd
think the streetsd be paved with gold!’

Thekid looked up. 'Funny thing," he said.

'What?
"The peoplelook poor, he said. 'It's the buildings that look rich.’

And they did. Maurice wasn't an expert on architecture but the wooden buildings had been carefully

carved and painted. He noticed something el se, too. There was nothing careful about the sign that had
been nailed up on the nearest wall.

Itsad:

RATSWANTED DEAD!
50 PENCE PER TAIL!
APPLY TO: THE RAT-CATCHERS
C/O THE RATHAUS

Thekidwas staring &t it.

They mustreally want to get rid of their rats here,' said Maurice, cheerfully.

'‘No-one has ever offered areward of half adollar atail!" said the kid.

'Itold you thiswould be the big one," said Maurice. "WEell be sitting on apile of gold before the week's
out!"

'What's arat house? said the kid, doubtfully. ‘It can't be ahousefor rats, can it? And why is everyone
daring a you?

'I'm ahandsome-looking cat,' said Maurice. Even so, it was alittle surprising. People were nudging one
another and pointing at him. "Y ou'd think they'd never seen acat before,' he muttered, staring at the big
building acrossthe street. It was abig, square building, surrounded by people, and the sign said:

RATHAUS. 'Rathouse'sjust the loca word for... like the council house, thetown hdl,' he said. 'It's
nothing to do with rats, anusing though it may be.’

'Y ou redly know alot of words, Maurice,' said the kid, admiringly.

'| amaze mysdlf, sometimes," said Maurice.

A queue of people were standing in front of one huge open door. Other people, who had presumably

done whatever it was the queue was queuing to do, were emerging from another doorway in ones and
twos. They were dl carrying loaves of bread.



‘Shall we queue up too? said the kid.
'l shouldn't think s0," said Maurice, carefully.
'Why not?

‘See those men on the door? They look like watchmen. They've got big truncheons. And everyone's
showing them abit of paper asthey go padt. | don't likethelook of that,’ said Maurice. 'That looks like
government to me.'

"We haven't done anything wrong," said the kid. 'Not here, anyway.'
'Y ou never know, with governments. Just Sit till here, kid. I'll take alook.

People did look at Maurice when he stalked into the building, but it seemed that in atown beset by rats
acat was quite popular. A man did try to pick him up, but lost interest when Maurice turned and clawed
the back of his hand.

The queue wound into abig hall and passed in front of along trestle table. There, each person showed
their piece of paper to two women in front of abig tray of bread, and were given some bread. Then they
moved on to aman with avat of sausages, and got considerably less sausage.

Watching over al this, and occasiondly saying something to the food servers, was the mayor. Maurice
recognized him ingtantly because he had agold chain around his neck. He had run across alot of mayors
since working with the rats. This one was different from the rest. He was smdler, far moreworried, and
had abald spot that held tried to cover with three strands of hair. He was alot thinner than other mayors
Maurice had seen, too. He didn't look asif held been bought by the ton.

So... food is scarce, Maurice thought. They're having to ration it out. Looks like they'll be, needing a
piper any day now. Lucky for uswearived justintime...

Hewalked out again, but thistime abit faster, because he redized that someone was playing apipe. It
was, as hefeared, the kid. Hed put his cap on the ground in front of him, and had even accumulated a
few coins. The queue had bent round so that people could hear him, and one or two small children were
actudly dancing.

Maurice was only an expert on cat Snging, which of standing two inchesin front of other cats and

screaming at them until they give in. Human music dways sounded thin and watery to him. But people
tapped their feet when they heard the kid play. They smiled for awhile.

Maurice waited until the kid had finished the tune. While the queue was clapping, he sdled up behind the
kid, brushed up against him and hissed, 'Well done, fish-for-brains! We're supposed to be
inconspicuous Come on, let's go. Oh, grab the money, too.’

Heled the way across the square until he stopped so suddenly that the kid almost trod on him.

"Whoops, here comes some more government,’ he said. '"And we know what these are, don't we... ?

Thekid did. They were rat-catchers, two of them. Even here, they wore the long dusty coats and
battered black top hats of their profession. They each carried a pole over one shoulder, from which



dangled avariety of traps.

From the other shoulder hung abig bag, the kind you redly wouldn't want to look inside. And each man
had aterrier on astring. They were skinny, argumentative dogs, and growled at Maurice when they were

dragged past.

The queue cheered as the men approached, and clapped when they both reached into their bags and
held up a couple of handfuls of what looked, to Maurice, like black string.

"Two hundred today!" shouted one of the rat-catchers.

One of theterriers lunged at Maurice, tugging franticaly on its string. The cat didn't move. Probably only
the stupid-looking kid heard him say, in alow voice, 'Hed, fleabag! Bad dog!

Theterrier's face screwed up in the horribly worried expression of adog trying to have two thoughts at
the sametime. It knew cats shouldn't talk, and this cat had just talked. It was aterrible problem. It sat
down awkwardly and whined.

Maurice washed himsdlf. It was adeadly insult.

The rat-catcher, annoyed at such acowardly performance from hisdog, jerked it away.
And dropped afew of the black strings.

‘Rat taild' said the kid. "'They redlymust have a problem here!’

'A bigger onethan you think,' said Maurice, staring at the bunch of tails. 'Just pick those up when
no-one's looking, will you?

Thekid waited until people weren't looking towards them, and reached down. Just as hisfingers
touched the tangle of tailsalarge, shiny black boot trod heavily oniit.

‘Now, you don't want to go touching them, young sir," said avoice above him. Y ou can get plague, you
know, from rats. It makes your legs explode.' It was one of the rat-catchers. He gave the kid abig grin,
but it was not ahumorous one. It smelled of beer.

That'sright, young sir, and then your brains come down your nose," said the other rat-catcher, coming
up behind the kid. 'Y ou wouldn't dare use your hanky, young sir, if you got the plague.”

'My associate has as usud put hisfinger right on it, young sir,' said the first rat-catcher, breathing more
beer into the kid's face.

"Which is more than you'd be able to do, young sir," said Rat-catcher 2, 'because when you get the
plague, your fingersgo al-'

"Your legs haven't exploded,’ said the kid. Maurice groaned. It was never agood ideato berudeto a
smdl of beer. But the rat-catchers were at the stlage where, againgt dl the odds, they thought they were

funny.

'‘Ah, wdl said, young sir, but that's because lesson one at the Guild of Rat-catchers schoal isnot letting
your legs explode,' said Rat-catcher 1.



"‘Which isagood thing ‘cos the second lesson is upstairs,’ said Rat-catcher 2. 'Oh, | anaone, aren't |,
young Sir?

The other rat-catcher picked up the bundle of black strings, and his smile faded as he stared at the kid.
'Ain't seen you before, kid," he said, '"And my adviceto you is, keep your nose clean and don't say
nothing to nobody about anything. Not aword. Understand?

The kid opened his mouth, and then shut it hurriedly. The rat-catcher grinned hisawful grin again.

'Ah. Y ou catch on quick, young Sir," he said. 'Perhaps welll see you around, eh?

'l bet you'd like to be arat-catcher when you grow up, eh, young sir," said Rat-catcher 2, patting the kid
too heavily on the back.

The kid nodded. It seemed the best thing to do. Rat-catcher 1 leaned down until hisred, pock-marked
nose was an inch away from the kid'sface.

'Ifyou grow up, young Sir," he said.

The rat-catchers walked away, dragging their dogs with them. One of the terriers kept looking back at
Maurice,

'Very unusua rat-catchers they have hereabouts,’ said the cat.

'I haven't seen rat-catcherslike them before,' said the kid. 'They lookednasty . Likethey enjoyed it.'
'I haven't seen rat-catchers who've been so busy but till have nice clean boots," said Maurice.

'Y es, theydid, didn't they..." said thekid.

'But even that's not as odd astherats round here,' said Maurice, in the same quiet voice, as though he
was adding up money.

'What's odd about the rats? said the kid.

'‘Some of them have very strangetails,' said Maurice.

The kid looked around the square. The queue for bread was till quite long, and it made him nervous.
But so did the steam. Little bursts of it puffed up from gratings and manhole-covers dl over the place, as
if the whole town had been built on akettle. Also, he had the distinct fedling that someone was watching
him.

'l think we ought to find the rats and move on," he said.

'No, thissmellslike atown withopportunities ,' said Maurice. 'Something's going on, and when
something's going on, that means someone's getting rich, and when someone's getting rich, | don't see

why that shouldn't be m-us.'

'Y es, but we don't want those people killing Dangerous Beans and the rest of them!’



"They won't get caught,’ said Maurice. "'Those men wouldn't win any prizes for thinking. Even Hamnpork
could run ringsround 'em, I'd say. And Dangerous Beans has got brains coming out of hisears.’

'l hope not!’

'Nah, nah, said Maurice, who generally told people what they wanted to hear, ‘| mean our rats can
out-think most humans, OK? Remember back in Scrote when Sardines got in that kettle and blew a
raspberry at the old woman when she lifted the lid? Hah, evenordinary rats can out-think humans.
Humansthink that just because they're bigger, they're better-Hold on, I'll shut up, someone's watching
us...'

A man carrying abasket had stopped on hisway out of the Rathaus and was staring at Maurice with a
good dedl of interest. Then helooked up at the kid and said, 'Good ratter, ishe? I'll bet heis, abig cat
likethat. Is he yours, boy?

'Say yes,' Maurice whispered.

'Sort of, yes," said the kid. He picked Maurice up.

T'll giveyou fivedallarsfor him," said the man.

'Ask for ten," Maurice hissed.

'He'snot for sale," said the kid.

"Idiot!" Maurice purred.

‘Seven dollars, then,' said the man. 'Look, I'll tell you what I'll do... four whole loaves of bread, how
about that?

‘That'ssilly. A loaf of bread shouldn't cost more'n twenty pence,’ said the kid.

The man gave him astrange look. ‘'New here, are you? Got plenty of money, have you?

'Enough,’ said the kid.

Y ou think so? It won't do you much good, anyway. Look, four loaves of bread and abun, | can't say
fairer than that. | can get aterrier for ten loaves and they're mad for rats... no? Well, when you're hungry

you'l giveit away for haf adice of bread and scrape[1] <>and think you've donewell, believe me.’

He strode off. Maurice wriggled out of the kid's arms, and landed lightly on the cobbles. 'Honestly, if
only | was good at ventrilosgwism we could make afortune,' he grumbled.

"Ventrilosgwism? said the kid, watching the man's retreating back.

'It'swhere you open and shut your mouth and | do thetalking,' said Maurice. 'Why didn't you sall me? |
could've been back inten minutes! | heard of a man who made afortune selling homing pigeons, and he
only had the one!’

'Don't you think there's something wrong with atown where peopled pay more than adollar for aloaf
of bread? said thekid. 'And pay hdf adollar just for arat tail?



‘Just so long as they've got enough money |eft to pay the piper,’ said Maurice. 'Bit of luck therealready
being aplague of rats here, en? Quick, pat me on the heed, therésagirl watching us.’

The kid looked up. Therewas a girl watching them. People were passing up and down the street, and
some of them walked between the kid and the girl, but she stood stock still and just stared at him. And at
Maurice. She had the same nail-you-to-the-wall ook that he associated with Peaches. She looked like
the kind of person who askedquestions . And her hair was too red and her nose was too long. And she
wore along black dresswith black lace fringing. No good comes of that sort of thing.

She marched across the street and confronted the kid. "Y ou're new, aren't you? Come here looking for
work, have you? Probably sacked from your last job, | expect. Probably because you fell adeep, and
things got spoiled. That was probably what it was. Or you ran away because your master beat you with a
big stick, athough,’ she added, as another idea struck her, 'you probably deserved it because of being
lazy. And then you probably stole the cat, knowing how much people would pay for acat here. And you
must have gone mad with hunger because you were talking to the cat and everyone knows that cats can't
tak.

‘Can't say asingleword,’ said Maurice.

'‘And probably you're amysterious boy who-' The girl stopped and gave Maurice a puzzled look. He
arched hisback and said "prppt’, which is cat language for ‘biscuits!’ 'Did that cat just say something? she
demanded.

'I thought that everyone knew that cats can't talk,’ said the kid.

'Ah, but maybe you were apprenticed to awizard,’ said the girl. "Y es, that sounds abouit right. That'll do
for now. Y ou were an gpprentice to awizard, but you fell adeep and | et the cauldron of bubbling green
stuff boil over and hethreatened toturnyou into a, a, &'

'Gerbil,' ssid Maurice, hdpfully.

-agerbil, and you stole hismagica cat because you hated it so much and-what's agerbil ? Did thatcat
just sy "gerbil"?

‘Don't look at me!* said the kid. 'I'm just standing here!’

'All right, and then you brought the cat here because you know theré's aterrible famine and that's why
you were going to sell it and that man would have given you ten dollars, you know, if you'd held out for
it

Ten dollarsistoo much money even for agood ratter,’ said the kid.

‘Ratter? He wasn't interested in catching rats!' said the red-haired girl. 'Everyone's hungry here! There's
at least two meason that cat!'

'What? Y oueat cats here? said Maurice, histail fluffing like abrush.
The girl leaned down to Maurice with adreadful grin, just like the one that Peaches dways wore when

sheld won an argument with him, and prodded him on the nose with afinger.'Got you!' shesaid. 'Y ou fell
for avery smpletrick! | think you two had better come with me, don't you? Or I'll scream. And people



listen to me whenl'm screaming!”

CHAPTER 3
"Never gointo the Dark Wood, my friend,” said Ratty Rupert. "There are bad thingsin there"

- FromMr Bunnsy Has An Adventure

Far below Maurice's paws, the rats were cregping through the undertown of Bad Blintz. Old towns are
like that. People build down aswell as up. Cdlars butt against other cdllars, and some of the cellars get
forgotten-except by creatures that want to stay out of sight.

In the thick, warm, damp darkness avoice said, 'All right, who's got the matches?

'Me, Dangerous Beans. Feedsfour.'

'Well done, young rat. And who hasthe candle?

'Me, sir.[2] <>I'm Bitesize.'

'Good. Put it down and Peacheswill light it.’

Therewasalot of scuffling in the darkness. Not al the rats had got used to the idea of making fire, and
some were getting out of the way.

There was a scratching noise, and then the match flared. Holding the match with both front paws,
Peaches it the candle stub. The flame swelled for amoment and settled down to a steady glow.

‘Canyou redly seeit? said Hamnpork.

'Yes, r,' said Dangerous Beans. ‘| am not completely blind. | can tell the difference between light and
dark.'

'Y 'know," said Hamnpork, watching the flame suspicioudly, 'l don't likeit at al, even so. Darkness was
good enough for our parents. It'll end in trouble. Besides, setting fireto acandleisawaste of perfectly
good food.'

"We have to be able to contral thefire, Sr,' said Dangerous Beans camly. 'With the flamewe make a
statement to the darkness. We say: we are separate. We say: we are not just rats. We say: we are The
Clan.

"Hrumph," said Hamnpork, which was his usua response when he didn't understand what had just been
sad. Just lately hed been hrumphing alot.

'I've heard the younger rats are saying that the shadows frighten them," said Peaches.

'Why? said Hamnpork. They're not frightened of complete darkness, are they? Darknessisratty! Being



inthedark iswhat arat isal about!'
It'sodd," said Peaches, 'but we didn't know the shadows were there until we had the light."

One of the younger ratstimoroudy raised apaw. 'Um... and even when the light has gone out, we know
the shadows are ill around,’ it said.

Dangerous Beans turned towards the young rat. "Y ou're-? he said.

'Ddlicious,’ said the younger rat.

'Wdll, Delicious," said Dangerous Beans, in akindly voice, 'being afraid of shadowsisal part of us
becoming more intelligent, | think. Y our mind isworking out that there's ayou, and there's lso everything
outside you . So now you're not just frightened of things that you can see and hear and smell, but a so of
thingsthat you can... sort of ... see inside your head. Learning to face the shadows outside helps usto
fight the shadowsinsde. And you can control all the darkness. It's abig step forward. Well done!

Ddiciouslooked dightly proud, but mostly nervous.

'I don't see the point, mysdlf,’ said Hamnpork. ‘We used to do al right on the dump. | was never scared
of anything.

"We were prey to every stray cat and hungry dog, sir,' said Dangerous Beans.
'Oh, well, if were going to talk aboutcats ,' growled Hamnpork.

'l think we can trust Maurice, Sir,' said Dangerous Beans. 'Perhaps not when it comesto money, | admit.
But heisvery good at not eating people who talk, you know. He checks, every time!'

"You can trust acat to be acat,' said Hamnpork. Talking or not!'
'Yes, gr. But we are different, and so ishe. | believe heisa decent cat at heart.'
'‘Ahem. That remains to be seen,’ said Peaches. 'But now we are here, let's get organized.'

Hamnpork growled. "'Who are you to say "let's get organized"? he said sharply. 'Are you the leader,
young femae who refusestorllk with me? No! | am the leader. 1t'smy job to say "let's get organized™!"

'Yes, sr,' said Peaches, crouching low. 'How would you like usto be organized, sir?

Hamnpork stared at her. Helooked at the waiting rats, with their packs and bundles, and then around at
the ancient cellar, and then back to the still-crouching Peaches. 'Judt. .. get organized,” he muttered.
'Don't bother me with detailsl | am the leader.” And he stalked off into the shadows.

When held gone, Peaches and Dangerous Beans |ooked around the cellar, which was filled with
trembling shadows created by the candldight. A trickle of water ran down one crusted wall. Here and
there stones had falen out, leaving inviting holes. Earth covered the floor, and there were no human
footprintsinit.

'‘Anided base,' said Dangerous Beans. 'It smells secret and safe. A perfect placefor rats!



‘Right, said avoice. 'And you know what's worrying me about that?

Therat caled Darktan stepped into the candldight, and hitched up one of his belts of tools. A lot of the
watching rats suddenly paid attention. People listened to Hamnpork because he was the leader, but they
listened to Darktan because he was often telling you things that you redly, redly needed to know if you
wanted to go on living. He was big, and lean, and tough, and spent most of histime taking traps gpart to
see how they worked.

'What isworrying you, Darktan? asked Dangerous Beans.

‘Therearen't any rats here. Except us. Rat tunnels, yes. But we've seen norats. Norats at al. A town
likethis should befull of them.'

'Oh, they're probably scared of us,’ said Peaches.

Darktan tapped the Side of his scarred muzzle. 'Maybe,' he said. ‘But things don't smell right. Thinking is
agresat invention, but we were given noses and it paysto listen to them. Be extra careful.' He turned to
the assembled rats and raised hisvoice. 'OK, people! Y ou know the drill!" he shouted. 'In front of me, in
your platoons,now !'

It didn't take long for the ratsto form three groups. They'd had plenty of practice.

'Very nice, said Darktan, asthe last few shuffled into position. ‘Right! Thisistricky territory, troops, so
we're going to be careful ...’

Darktan was unusua among the rats because he wore things.

When the rats had discovered books - and the whole idea of bookswas till adifficult one for most of
the older ones - they found, in the bookshop they invaded every night, the Book.

This book was amazing.

Even before Peaches and Donut Enter had learned how to read human words, they'd been amazed by
the pictures.

Therewere animasin therewearing clothes . There was arabbit who walked on its hind legs and wore
ablue suit. Therewas arat in ahat, and he wore asword and a big red waistcoat, complete with a
watch on achain. Even the snake had a collar and tie. And dl of them talked and none of them ate any of
the others and - and thiswas the unbdievable part - they all talked to humans, who treated them like,
well, smaler humans. There were no traps, no poisons. Admittedly (according to Peaches, who was
paingtakingly working her way through the book, and sometimes read out parts) Qily the Snake was a bit
of arascd, but nothing trulybad happened. Even when the rabbit got lost in the Dark Wood he just had a
bit of ascare.

Y es,Mr Bunnsy Has An Adventure was the cause of much discusson amongst the Changelings. What
wasit for? Wasit, as Dangerous Beans believed, avison of some bright future? Had it been made by
humans? The shop had been for humans, true, but surely even humans wouldn't make abook about
Ratty Rupert the rat, who wore a hat,and poison rats under the floorboards at the same time. Would
they? How mad would anything have to be to think like that?

Some of the younger rats had suggested that perhaps clothes were more important than everyone



thought. They'd tried wearing waistcoats, but it had been very difficult to bite out the pattern, they
couldn't make the buttons work and, frankly, the things got caught on every splinter and were very hard
torunin. Hatsjust fell off.

Darktan just thought that humanswere mad, aswell as bad. But the picturesin the book had given him
an idea. What he wore was not so much awaistcoat as a network of wide belts, easy to wrigglein and
out of. On them he'd sewn pockets - and thathad been agood ides, like giving yourself extra paws - to
hold dl the things he needed, like metal rods and bits of wire. Some of the rest of the squad had taken up
theidea, too. Y ou never knew what you were going to need next, on the Trap Disposal Squad. It wasa

tough, raty life,

The rods and wires jangled as Darktan waked up and down in front of histeams. He stopped in front of
one large group of younger rats. 'All right, Number Three platoon, you're on widdling duty,’ he said. 'Go
and have agood drink.’

'‘Oooh, we'realways on widdling," arat complained.

Darktan pounced on it and faced it nose to nose, until it backed away. That's ‘cos you'regood & it, my
lad! Y our motherraised you to be awiddler, so off you go and do what comes naturally! Nothing puts
humans off like seeing that rats have been there before, if you catch my meaning! And if you get the
opportunity, do some gnawing aswell. And run around under the floorboards and squeak! And
remember, no-oneisto movein until they get the al-clear from the trap squad. To the water, now, at the
double! Hup! Hup! Hup! One two, one two, one two!'

The platoon headed off, at speed.

Darktan turned to Number Two platoon. They were some of the older rats, scarred and bitten and
ragged, some of them with stubs of tailsor no tails at al, some of them missing apaw or an ear or an eye.
In fact dthough there were about twenty of them, they had between them only enough bitsto make up
about seventeen complete rats.

But because they were old they were cunning, because arat who isn't cunning and shifty and suspicious
doesn'tbecome an old rat. They'd al been grown up when the intelligence came. They weremore set in
their old ways. Hamnpork aways said he liked them that way. They still had alot of basic rattiness, the
kind of raw cunning that would get you out of the trapsthat over-excited intelligence got you into. They
thought with their noses. And you didn't haveto tell them whereto widdle.

‘All right, people, you know the drill,' said Darktan. 'l want to see lots of cheeky stuff. Stealing the food
out of cats bowls, pies from under the cooks noses-'

- fal se teeth from out of old men's mouths-' said asmall rat, who seemed to be dancing on the spot
while he stood there. Hisfeet moved al the time, tippity-tapping on the cdllar floor. He wore a hat, too, a
battered, home-made thing out of straw. He was the only rat who could make a hat work, by wedging
his ears through it. He said to get ahead, you had to get ahat.

"That was afluke, Sardines. | bet you can't doit again,’ said Darktan, grinning. 'And don't keep on telling
the kids how you went for aswim in someone's bathtub. Y eah, | know you did, but | don't want to lose
anyone who can't scramble out of adippery tub. Anyway ... if | don't hear ladies screaming and running
out of their kitchenswithin ten minutes I'll know you're not therats | think you are. Well? Why areyou dl
standing around? Get on withit! And... Sardines?



'Y es, boss?

'Easy on the tap-dancing thistime, al right?

'l just got these dancing feet, boss!'

'And do you have to keep wearing that stupid hat? Darktan continued, grinning again.

'Y es, boss!" Sardines was one of the older rats, but most of the time you wouldn't know it. He danced
and joked and never got into fights. Hed lived in atheatre and once ate awhole box of greasepaint. It
seemed to have got into his blood.

'‘And no going on ahead of the trap squad!’ said Darktan.

Sardines grinned. 'Aw, boss, can't | haveany fun? He danced after the rest of them, towards the holesin
thewalls.

Darktan moved on, to Number One platoon. It was the smallest. Y ou had to be a certain kind of rat to
last along timein the Trap Disposa Squad. Y ou had to be dow, and patient, and thorough. Y ou had to
have agood memory. Y ou had to be careful. Y oucould join the squad if you were fast and dapdash and
hasty. Y ou just didn't last very long.

He looked them up and down, and smiled. He was proud of these rats. 'OK, people, you know it all by
now," he said. "Y ou don't need along lecture from me. Just rememberthat thisisanew town so we don't
know what we're going to find. There're bound to be plenty of new types of traps, but we learn fast,
don't we? Poisons, too. They might be using stuff we've never run across before, so be careful. Never
rush, never run. We don't want to be like the first mouse, en?

'No, Darktan,' the rats chorused dutifully.

'l said, what mouse don't we want to be like? Darktan demanded.

'We don't want to be like the first mouse!" shouted therats.

‘Right! What mouse do we want to be like?

"The second mouse, Darktan!" said the rats, who'd had this lesson dinned into them many times.

‘Right! And why do we want to be like the second mouse?

'Because the second mouse gets the cheese, Darktan!”

'‘Good!" said Darktan. 'Inbrine will take squad two... Bestbefore? Y ou're promoted, you take squad
three, and | hope you're as good as old Farmhouse was right up until the time she forgot how to
disengage the trip-catch on aShippet and Poison Ratsnapper Number 5 . Over-confidenceis our
enemy! Soif you see anything suspicious, any little trays you don't recognize, anything with wires and
springs and stuff, you mark it and send arunner to me-yes?

A young rat was holding up its paw.

'Y es? What's your name... miss?



'Er... Nourishing, gr,' said therat. 'Er... can | ask aquestion, sir?
'Areyou new in this platoon, Nourishing? said Darktan.

'Yes, sl Transferred out of the Light Widdlers, sir!’

'Ah, they thought you'd be good at trap disposd, did they?

Nourishing looked uneasy, but there was no going back now. 'Er... not redly, Sr. They said | couldn't
be any worsethan | am a widdling, Sr.'

There was generd laughter from the ranks.
'How can arat not be good atthat ? said Darktan.
It'sjust s0... s0... soembarrassing, sr,' said Nourishing.

Darktan sghed to himsdlf. All this new thinking was producing some strange things. He persondly

approved of the idea of the Right Place, but some of the ideas the kids were coming up with were. ..
odd.

‘All right,’ he said. 'What was your question, Nourishing?

'Er... you said the second mouse gets the cheese, Sir?

That'sright! That's the squad motto, Nourishing. Remember it! It isyour friend!’
'Yes, ar. | will, sir. But... doesn't thefirst mouse get something, sir?

Darktan stared at the young rat. He was dightly impressed that she stared back, instead of cringing. 'l

can see you're going to be avaluable addition to the squad, Nourishing,' he said. Heraised hisvoice.
'Squad! What doesthe first mouse get?

Theroar of voices made dugt fall down from the celling. The Trap!'

'And don't you forget it,' said Darktan. Take 'em out, Specidoffer. I'll be with you in aminute!’
A younger rat stepped forward, and faced the squads. ‘Let's go, rats! Hut, hut, hut...!

The trap squads trotted away. Darktan walked over to Dangerous Beans.

"That's got us started,’ he said. 'If we can't get the humans|ooking for agood rat-catcher by tomorrow,
we don't know our business!’

'We need to stay longer than that,' said Peaches. 'Some of the ladies are going to have their babies.’

'l said we don't know it's safe here yet,' said Darktan.

'‘Doyou want to be the oneto tell Big Savings? said Peaches, swestly. Big Savings was the old head
female, widely agreed to have a bite like a pick-axe and muscles like rock. She aso had a short temper



with maes. Even Hamnpork kept out of her way when she wasin abad mood.

‘Nature hasto take its course, obvioudy,' said Darktan, quickly. ‘But we haven't explored. Theremust
be other rats here.’

'Oh, thekeekees al keep out of the way of us," said Peaches.

That was true, Darktan had to agree. Ordinary ratsdid keep out of the way of the Changdlings. Oh,
there was some trouble sometimes, but the Changelings were big and hedlthy and couldthink their way
through afight. Dangerous Beans was unhappy about this but, as Hamnpork said, it was either usor
them and when you got right down to it, it was arat-est-rat world...

'I'm going to go and join my squad,’ said Darktan, still unnerved at the thought of confronting Big
Savings. He moved closer. 'What's up with Hamnpork?

'He's... thinking about things,' said Peaches.
"Thinking,' said Darktan, blankly. 'Oh. Right. Wéll, I've got trapsto seeto. Smell you later!”
'What is the matter with Hamnpork? said Dangerous Beans, when he and Peaches were alone again.

'He's getting old,’ said Peaches. 'He needsto rest alot. And | think he'sworried that Darktan or one of
the othersisgoing to chalenge him.'

'Will they, do you think?

'Darktan's more wrapped up in breaking traps and testing poisons. There's moreinteresting thingsto do
now than bite one another.’

'Or dorllk, fromwhat | hear,' said Dangerous Beans.

Peaches |ooked down, demurely. If rats could blush, shewould have done. It was amazing how pink
eyesthat could hardly see you could look straight through you at the sametime. 'The ladiesare alot
more choosy,' she said. "'They want to find fathers who can think.'

'‘Good," said Dangerous Beans. 'We must be careful. We don'tneed to breed like rats. We don't have to
rely on numbers. We are the Changelings:

Peaches watched him anxioudy. When Dangerous Beans was thinking, he seemed to be staring into a
world only he could see. 'What isit thistime? she asked.

'I' have been thinking that we shouldn't kill other rats. No rat should kill another rat.'
‘Evenkeekees 7 she queried.
They areratstoo.'

Peaches shrugged. 'Wdll, we've tried talking to them and that didn't work. Anyway, they mostly stay
away these days.

Dangerous Beanswas still staring at the unseen world. 'Even s0," he said quietly, 'l should like you to



writeit down.'

Peaches sighed, but went off anyway to one of the packsthe rats had carried in and pulled out her bag.
It was no more than aroll of cloth with a handle made from a scrap of string, but it was big enough to
hold afew matches, some pieces of pencil lead, atiny diver of abroken knife blade for sharpening the

leads, and agrubby piece of paper. All theimportant things.

Shewasdsotheofficid carrier of Mr Bunnsy . 'Carrier’ wasn't quite correct;'dragger' was mostly more
accurate. But Dangerous Beans dways liked to know where it was and seemed to think better when it
was around, and it gave him some comfort, and that was good enough for Peaches.

She smoothed out the paper on an ancient brick, picked up apiece of lead and looked down the list.

Thefirst Thought had been: In the Clan is Strength.

This had been quite ahard one to trandate, but she had made an effort. Most rats couldn't read human.
It was just too hard to make the lines and squiggles turn into any sense. So Peaches had worked very

hard on making alanguage that ratscould read.

Sheld tried to draw abig rat made up of littlerats:

The writing had led to trouble with Hamnpork. New ideas needed arunning jump to get into the old rat's
head. Dangerous Beans had explained in his strange calm voice that writing things down would mean that
arat's knowledge would go on existing even when the rat had died. He said that all the rats could learn
the knowledge of Hamnpork. Hamnpork had said: not likely! 1t'd had taken himyears to learn some of
thetricks hedd learned! Why should he giveit dl avay? That'd mean any young rat would know as much

ashim!

Dangerous Beans had said: We co-operate, or we die.

That had become the next Thought. 'Co-operate’ had been difficult, but evenkeekees would sometimes
lead ablind or wounded comrade, and that was certainly cooperation. Thethick line, where shed
pressed heavily, had to mean 'no’. The trap sign could mean'di€’ or 'bad’ or 'avoid'.

The last Thought on the paper was: Not to Widdle where you Eat. That one was quite smple.

She grasped the piece of lead in both paws and carefully drew: No Rat to Kill Another Rat.

She sat back. Yes... not bad...'trap’ was agood sign for death, and she'd added the dead rat to make
ital moreserious .

‘But supposing you haveto? she sad, still staring at the drawings.



"Then you haveto, said Dangerous Beans. 'But you shouldnt.'

Peaches shook her head sadly. She supported Dangerous Beans because there was. .. well, something
about him. He wasn't big or fast and he was amost blind and quite weak and sometimes he forgot to eat
because he came up with thoughts that nobody-at least, nobody who was arat-had thought before. Most
of them had annoyed Hamnpork no end, like the time when Dangerous Beans had said, 'Whatis arat?
and Hamnpork had replied, Teeth. Claws. Tail. Run. Hide. Eat. That'swhat arat is!

Dangerous Beans had said, '‘But now we can also say "what isarat?" he said. 'And that meanswe're
more than that."

'We'rerats ," Hamnpork had argued. "We run around and squeak and steal and make morerats. That's
what we'remade for!'

"Who by? Dangerous Beans had said, and that had led to another argument about the Big Rat Deep
Under The Ground theory.

But even Hamnpork followed Dangerous Beans, and so did rats like Darktan and Donut Enter, and they
listened when he talked.

Peaches listened whenthey talked. 'We were given noses,’ Darktan had told the squads.Who had given
them noses? The thoughts of Dangerous Beans worked their waysinto other peopl€'s heads without
them noticing.

He came up with new ways of thinking. He came up with new words. He came up with ways of
understanding the things that were happening to them. Big rats, rats with scars, listened to the little rat
because the Change had led them into dark territory and he seemed to be the only one with an idea of
where they were going.

Sheleft him gitting by the candle and went and looked for Hamnpork. Hewas sitting by awall. Like
most of the old rats he dways stuck closeto walls, and kept away from open spaces and too much light.

He seemed to be shaking.
‘Areyou al right? she said.

The shaking stopped. 'Fine, fine, nothing wrong with me!" snapped Hamnpork. 'Just afew twinges,
nothing permanent!’

‘Only | noticed you didn't go out with any of the squads,’ said Peaches.

"There's nothing wrong with me!’ shouted the old rat.

'Weve still got some potatoes in the baggage-'

'ldon't wantany food ! Thereisnothing wrong with me!’

... which meant that there was. It was the reason he didn't want to share dl the things he knew. What he
knew was dl he had |eft. Peaches knew what ratstraditionally did to leaders who were too old. Sheld

watched Hamnpork's face when Darktan-younger, stronger Darktan-had been talking to his squads, and
knew that Hamnpork was thinking about it, too. Oh, he was fine when people were watching him, but



lately he'd been resting more, and skulking in corners.

Old rats were driven out, to lurk around by themselves and go rotten and funny in the head. Soon there
would be another |eader.

Peaches wished she could make him understand one of the Thoughts of Dangerous Beans, but the old
rat didn't much liketalking to femaes. HEd grown up thinking femaes weren't for talking to.

The Thought was:

It meant: We Are The Changdlings. We Are Not Like Other Rats.

CHAPTER 4

The important thing about adventures, thought Mr Bunnsy, was that they shouldn't be so long asto make
you miss medltimes.

- FromMr Bunnsy Has An Adventure

Thekid and the girl and Maurice werein alarge kitchen. Thekid could tell it was akitchen because of
the huge black iron range in the chimney breast and the pans hanging on the walls and the long scarred
table. What it didn't seem to have was what akitchen traditionaly had, which was food.

The girl went to ameta box in the corner and fumbled round her neck for a string which, it turned out,
held alarge key. "Y ou can't trust anybody,’ she said. 'And the rats sted a hundred timeswhat they est,
the devils'

'l don't think they do," said the kid. "Ten times, at most.'

'Y ou know dl about rats al of asudden? said the girl, unlocking the metd case.

‘Not al of asudden, | learned it when-Ow! That redllyhurt !"

‘Sorry about that,' said Maurice. 'l accidentally scratched you, did 1?7 He tried to make aface which said
Don't be a complete twerp, OK? which is quite hard to do with acat's head.

The girl gave him asuspicious ook, and then turned back to the metal box. 'There's some milk that's not
gone hard yet and a couple of fish-heads,' she said, peering inside.

'Sounds good to me," said Maurice.
'What about your human?

'Him?Hell eat any old scraps.’



"Therée's bread and sausage,’ said the girl, taking a can from the metal cupboard. '‘Weredl very
suspicious about the sausages. Theresatiny bit of cheese, too, but it's rather ancestral .’

'I don't think we should eat your food if it's so short,' said the kid. 'We have got money.'

'Oh, my father saysit'd reflect very badly on the town if we weren't hospitable. He's the mayor, you
know.'

'He's the government? said the kid.

Thegirl stared at him. 'l suppose so0,' she said. "Funny way of putting it. The town council makesthe
laws, redly. He just runs the place and argues with everyone. Andhe sayswe shouldn't have any more
rations than other people, to show solidarity in these difficult times. It was bad enough that tourists
stopped visiting our hot baths, but the rats have made it alot worse." She tooka couple of saucersfrom
the big kitchen dresser. 'My father saysthat if wereal sensble there will be enough to go around,’ she
went on. ‘Which | think isvery commendable. | entirely agree. But | think that once you'veshown
solidarity, you should be alowed just alittle extra. Infact, | think we get abit lessthan everyone ese.
Canyouimagine? Anyway... so you redly areamagicd cat, then? shefinished, pouring the milk into a
saucer. It oozed rather than gushed, but Maurice was astreet cat and would drink milk so rotten that it
would try to crawl away.

'Oh, yes, that'sright, magica,' he said, with ayellow-white ring around his mouth. For two fish-heads
he'd be anything for anybody.

'Probably belonged to awitch, | expect, with aname like Griselda or one of those names," said the girl,
putting the fish-heads on another saucer.

'Y egh, right, Grisdlda, right,’ said Maurice, not raising his head.
'Who lived in agingerbread cottage in the forest, probably.’

'Y eah, right,' said Maurice. And then, because he wouldn't be Maurice if he couldn't be abit inventive,
he added: 'Only it was a cripbread cottage, 'cos she was dimming. Very hedthy witch, Grisdda.’

Thegirl looked puzzled for amoment. That's not how it should go,’ she said.

‘Sorry, | tdll alie, it was gingerbread redlly,’ said Maurice quickly. Someone giving you food was dways
correct.

'And she had big warts, I'm sure.’

'Miss,' said Maurice, trying to look sincere,'some of those warts had so much personality they used to
have friends of their own. Er... what's your name, miss?

'Promise not to laugh?
‘All right.” After dl, there might be more fish-heads.
It's... Mdlicia'

'Oh.’



'Areyou laughing? she said, in athreatening voice.
'No," said Maurice, mystified. 'Why should 1?7
'Y ou don't think it'safunny name?

Maurice thought about the names he knew-Hamnpork, Dangerous Beans, Darktan, Sardines... 'Sounds
like an ordinary kind of nameto me,' he said.

Malicia gave him another suspicious ook, but turned her attention to the kid, who was Sitting with the
usual happy, faraway smile he wore when he didn't have anything else to do. ‘And haveyou got a name?
shesaid. 'Y ou're not the third and youngest son of aking, are you? If your name gtarts "Prince” that'sa
definite clue’

Thekid sad, 'l think it'sKeith.'

Y ou never said you had aname!' said Maurice.

'No-one ever asked before,' said the kid.

'Keth isnot apromising name-gtart,’ said Mdlicia. 'It doesn't hint of mystery. It just hints of Keith. Are
you sureit'syour real name?

'It'sjust the one they gave me!'

'Ah, that's morelikeit. Adlight hint of mystery,’ said Mdicia, suddenly looking interested. 'Just enough
to up suspense. Y ou were stolen away at birth, | expect. Y ou probablyare the rightful king of some
country, but they found someone who looked like you and did aswap. In that case, you'll have amagic
sword, only it won'tlook magic, you see, until it'stimefor you to manifest your destiny. Y ou were
probably found on a doorstep.’

'l was, yes,' said Keith.

'See? I'm dways right!’

Maurice was dways on the lookout for what people wanted. And what Mdiciawanted, hefelt, wasa
gag. But heldd never heard the stupid-looking kid talk about himsdlf before.

"What were you doing on adoorstep? he said.
I don't know. Gurgling, | expect,' said Keith.
'Y ou never said,' said Maurice, accusingly.
Isit important? said Keith.

"There was amagic sword or acrown in the basket with you, probably. And you've got amysterious
tattoo or a strange-shaped birthmark, too,' said Malicia

I don't think so. No-one ever mentioned them,' said Keith. Therewas just me and ablanket. And a



note.’

'A note? But that'simportant !'

It said "19 pintsand a Strawberry Y oghurt”,' said Keith.

'Ah. Not helpful, then," said Mdlicia. 'Why nineteen pints of milk?

It was the Guild of Musicians,’ said Keith. 'Quite alarge place. | don't know about the strawberry
yoghurt.'

'Abandoned orphan isgood,’ said Mdicia. ‘After dl, aprince can only grow up to be aking but a
mysterious orphan could beanybody . Were you beaten and starved and locked in acellar?

'l don't think so,' said Keith, giving her afunny look. 'Everyone at the Guild was very kind. They were
mostly nice people. They taught me alot.’

'Welve got Guilds here,' said Mdicia 'They teach boysto be carpenters and stonemasons and things
likethat.'

"The Guild taught me music,' sad Keth. 'I'm amusician. I'm good &t it, too. I've been earning my own
living Sncel wassix.'

'‘Ahal Mysterious orphan, strange talent, distressed upbringing... it'sal shaping up,’ said Mdicia The
strawberry yoghurt is probably not important. Would your life have been different if it had been
banana-flavoured? Who can say? What kinds of music do you play?

'Kinds? There aren't any kinds. Thereésjust music,’ said Keith. Therésaways musc, if you listen.’

Malicialooked at Maurice. 'Is he dways like this? she demanded.

Thisisthe most I've ever heard him say,' said the cat.

'l expect you're very keen to know al about me,' said Madlicia. 'l expect you're just too polite to ask.'

'‘Gosh, yes,' said Maurice.

'Wdll, you probably won't be surprised to know that I've got two dreadful step-sisters,’ said Mdicia
'‘And | haveto do dl the chores!'

'Gosh, redlly, said Maurice, wondering if there were any more fish-heads and, if there were any more
fish-heads, whether they wereworth dl this.

'Well, mogt of the chores, said Mdlicia, asif reveding an unfortunate fact. 'Some of them, definitely. |
have to clean up my own room, you know! And it'sextremely untidy!'

'Gosh, redlly.’

'‘And it'svery nearly the smallest bedroom. Therere practically no cupboards and I'm running out of
bookshelf space!’



'Gosh, redlly.’

'And people areincredibly cruel to me. Y ou will note that were herein akitchen . And I'm the mayor's
daughter. Should the daughter of a mayor be expected to wash up at least once aweek? | thinknot !"

‘Gosh, redlly.
'‘And will you just look at these torn and bedraggled clothes | have to wear?

Maurice looked. He wasn't good on clothes. Fur was enough for him. Asfar as he could tell, Mdlicias
dresswas pretty much like any other dress. It seemed to be al there. There weren't any holes, except
where the arms and head poked through.

'Here, just here," said Madlicia, pointing to a place on the hem which, to Maurice, looked no different
from the rest of the dress. 'l had to sew that back mysdlf, you know?

'‘Gosh, re-' Maurice stopped. From here he could see the bare shelves. More importantly, he could see
Sardines abseiling down from a crack in the ancient ceiling. He had aknapsack on his back.

'And on top of thisl'm the one who has to queue for the bread and sausages every day-' Mdicia
continued, but Maurice was ligtening even less than he had been before.

It had to be Sardines, he thought. Idiot! He always goes ahead of the trap squad! Of al the kitchensin
al thetown he could turn up in, he'sturned up in thisone. Any minute she's going to turn round and
scream.

Sardineswould probably treet it as applause, too. Helived life asif it was a performance. Other ratsjust
ran around squeaking and messing up things, and that was quite good enough to convince humansthere
was aplague. But, oh, no, Sardines dways had to go further. Sardines and hisyowoor|l song and dance
act!

-and the rats take everything," Maiciawas saying. 'What they don't take, they spail. It'sbeen terrible!
The council have been buying in food from other towns, but no-one has very much to spare. We haveto
buy corn and stuff from the traders that sail up theriver. That'swhy bread is so expensive.’

'Expensive, eh? said Maurice.

'Wevetried traps and dogs and cats and poison and till the rats keep coming,’ said the girl. They've
learned to be really sneeky, too. They hardly ever end up in our traps any more. Huh! | only ever got
50p for onetail. What's the good of the rat-catchers offering us 50p atail if the rats are so cunning? The
rat-catchers have to use dl kinds of tricksto get them, they say.' Behind her, Sardines|ooked carefully
around the room and then signalled to the ratsin the ceiling to pull the rope up.

‘Don't you think thiswould be agood time togo away !" said Maurice.

'Why are you making faceslikethat? said Mdicia, Staring at him.

'Oh... well, you know that kind of cat that grinsal time? Heard of that? Well, I'm the kind that makes,
you know, weird faces," said Maurice desperately. '"And sometimes | just burst out and say thingsget

away get away, see, | didit again. It isan affliction. | probably need counsdllingoh no don't do that this
is not the time to do that whoops, therel go again...’



Sardines had pulled his straw hat out of his knapsack. He was holding asmall waking-stick.

It was agood routine, even Maurice had to admit. Some towns had advertised for arat piper the very
first time held done it. People could tolerate rats in the cream, and rats in the roof, and ratsin the tegpot,
but they drew the line a tap-dancing. If you saw tap-dancing rats, you werein big trouble. Maurice had
reckoned that if only the rats could play an accordion aswell they could do two towns aday.

He'd stared for too long. Maliciaturned and her mouth opened in shock and horror as Sardines went
into hisroutine. The cat saw her hand reach out for a pan that was on the table. She threw it, very
accurady.

But Sardines was a good pot-dodger. The rats were used to having things thrown at them. He was
aready running when the pan was hafway across the room, and then he legpt onto the chair and then he

jumped onto the floor and then he dodged behind the dresser and then there was asharp, find,
metdlic... snap.

'Hah!" said Mdlicia, and Maurice and Keith stared at the dresser. That'sonerat less, a any rate. | redly
hate them...’

"It was Sardines,’ said Keith.

'No, it was definitely arat,' said Mdicia. 'Sardines hardly ever invade akitchen. | expect you're thinking
about the plague of lobsters over in-'

'Hejust cdled himsdf Sardines because he saw the name on arusty old tin and thought it sounded
stylish,' said Maurice. He wondered if he dared look behind the dresser.

'Hewas agood rat, said Keith. 'He used to steal books for me when they were teaching me to read.’
'Excuse me, are you mad? said Mdiicia. 'lt was arat . The only good rat is adead rat!'

'Hello? said alittle voice. It came from behind the dresser.

It can't bedive! It'sahuge trap!’ said Madlicia. 'It's got teeth!”

'‘Anyone there? Only the stick isbending...' said the voice.

The dresser was massive, the wood 0 old that time had turned it black and it had become as solid and
heavy as stone.

That'snot arat talking, isit? said Mdicia 'Pleasetel merats can't tak!'
'Infact it's bending quite abit now, said the voice, which was dightly muffled.

Maurice squinted into the space behind the dresser. 'l can see him," he said. 'He wedged the stick in the
jaws asthey closed! Wotcha, Sardines, how're you doing?

'Fine, boss,' said Sardines, in the gloom. 'If it wasn't for thistrap I'd say everything was perfect. Did |
mention the stick isbending?



'Yes, you sad.’

'It's bent some more since then, boss!’

Keith grabbed one end of the dresser and grunted as he tried to moveit. 'It'slike arock!" he said.
It'sfull of crockery,' said Mdicia, now quite bewildered. ‘But rats don'treally talk, do they?

'Get out of theway!" shouted Keith. He grabbed the back edge of the dresser with both hands, and
braced one foot against the wall, and heaved.

Sowly, likeamighty forest tree, the dresser pitched forward. The crockery started to fal out asit
tipped, plate dipping off plate like one glorious chaotic dedl from avery expensive pack of cards. Even
30, some of them survived thefall onto the floor, and so did some of the cups and saucers asthe
cupboard opened and added to the fun, but that didn't make any difference because then the huge, heavy
woodwork thundered down on top of them.

Onemiraculoudy whole plate rolled past Keith, spinning round and round and getting lower on the floor
with the groiyuoiyol yooooi nnnngggsound you aways get in these distressing circumstances.

Keith reached down to the trap and grabbed Sardines. As he pulled the rat up the stick gave way and
the trap snapped shut. A bit of the stick spun away through the air.

'‘Areyou dl right? Keith asked.

"Well, boss, dl | can say isit'sagood job rats don't wear underwear... Thanks, boss,' said Sardines.
Hewas quite plump for arat, but when his feet were dancing he could float acrossthefloor likea
balloon.

There was the sound of atapping foot.

Malicia, with arms folded and an expression like athunderstorm, looked at Sardines, and then at
Maurice, and then at the stupid-looking Keith, and then at the wreckage on the floor.

'Er... sorry about the mess,' said Keith. 'But he was-'

Shewaved thisaway. 'OK,' she sad, asif sheld been thinking deeply. 'It goeslikethis, | think. Therat is
amagicd rat. | bet he's not the only one. Something happened to him, or them, and now they're redly
quite intelligent, despite the tap-dancing. And... they're friends with the cat. So... why would ratsand a

cat befriends? And it goes... there's some kind of an arrangement, right? 1 know! Don't tell me, don't tell

'Huh? said Keith.
'l shouldn't think anyone ever hasto tell youanything ,' said Maurice.

... it'ssomething to do with plagues of rats, right? All those townswe've heard about... well, you heard
about them too, and so you got together with thingy here-'

'Keth,' said Keith.



... yes... and so you go from town to town pretending to be a plague of rats, and thingy-'
'Keith.'

"... yes... pretendsto be arat piper and you al follow him out. Right?It'sal abig swindle, yes?
Sardines looked up a Maurice. 'She's got us bang to rights, boss," he said.

‘SO now you've got to give me agood reason why | don't call the Watch out on you,' said Mdicia
triumphantly.

| don't have to, Maurice thought, because you won't. Gosh, humans are soeasy . He rubbed up against
Mdiciaslegsand gave her asmirk. 'If you do, you'll never find out how the story ends," he said.

'Ah, it'll end with you going toprison ,' said Mdlicia, but Maurice saw her staring at the stupid-looking

Keth and at Sardines. Sardines till had hislittle straw hat on. When it comes to attracting attention, that
sort of thing countsfor alot.

When he saw her frowning at him Sardines hastily removed his straw hat and held it in front of him, by
the brim. There's somethingl'd like to find out, boss,' he said, 'if we're finding out things.”

Maliciaraised an eyebrow. 'Well? she said. 'And don't call me boss!'

'I'd like to find out why theré's no ratsin this city, guv,’ said Sardines. He tap-danced afew steps,
nervoudy. Maliciacould glare better than acat.

'What do you mean, no rats? she said. 'There's aplague of rats! And you're arat, anyway!

‘Therésrat runsal over the place and there's afew dead rats but we haven't found aliving rat
anywhere, guv.'

Malicialeaned down. ‘Butyou are arat ,' she said.

'Yes, guv. Butwe only arrived thismorning." Sardines grinned nervoudy as Mdiciagave him another long
dare.

"Would you like some cheese? she said. 'I'm afraid it's only mousetrap.’

‘| don't think 0, thank you very much al the same,' said Sardines, very carefully and politely.

It'sno usg, | think it redly istimeto tel thetruth,’ said Keith.

‘Nonononononono,’ said Maurice, whohated that kind of thing. 'It'sal because-'

'Y ou wereright, miss,' said Keith, wearily. "We go from town to town with a bunch of rats and fool
peopleinto giving us money to leave. That'swhat we do. I'm sorry we've been doing it. Thiswas going to

be the last time. I'm very sorry. Y ou shared your food with us and you haven't got much, either. We
ought to be ashamed.’

It seemed to Maurice, while he was watching Maliciamake up her mind, that her mind workedin a
different way to other people's minds. She understood al the hard things without even thinking. Magica



rats? Y eah, yeah. Taking cats? Been there, done that, bought the singlet. It was the smple things that
were hard.

Her lipswere moving. She was, Maurice redized, making up a story out of it .
'So..." she said, 'you come dong with your trained rats-'
"We prefer "educated rodents’, guv,' said Sardines.

"-al right, your educated rodents, and you move into acity, and... what happensto theratsthat are
there dready?

Sardines |ooked helplesdy at Maurice. Maurice nodded a him to keep on. They weredl going to bein
big troubleif Maliciadidn't make up astory sheliked.

"They keep out of our way, boss, | mean guv,' said Sardines.

'‘Can they talk too?

‘No, guv.'

'l think the Clan think of them asabit like monkeys," said Keith.

'lwas talking to Sardines,’ said Mdlicia

'Sorry,' said Keith.

'And ther€'re no other rats hereat all ? Maliciawent on.

'No, guv. A few old skeletons and some piles of poisons and lots of traps, boss. But no rats, boss!'
‘But therat-catchers nail up aload of rat tails every day!'

'l speak as| find, boss. Guv. No rats, boss. Guv. No other rats anywhere we've been, bossguv.'
'Have you everlooked at therat tails, miss? said Maurice.

'What do you mean? said Mdicia

"They'refake,' said Maurice. 'Some of them, anyway. They're just old leather bootlaces. | saw somein
the Street.’

"They weren't redl tails? said Keith.

I'macat. Youthink | don't know what rats tailslook like?
‘Surely people would notice!" said Malicia

'Y eah? said Maurice. 'Do you know what an aglet is?

'Aglet? Aglet? What's an aglet got to do with anything? snapped Mdicia



It'sthose little metal bits on the end of shoelaces,' said Maurice.

'How come acat knows aword like that? said the girl.

'Everyone's got to knowsomething ,' said Maurice. 'Have you ever looked closdly at therat tails?
'Of course not. Y ou can get the plague from rats!’ said Madicia.

That'sright, your legs explode,’ said Maurice, grinning. That'swhy you didn't seethe aglets. Y our leg
exploded latdly, Sardines?

'Not today, boss," said Sardines. 'Mind you, it's not even lunchtime yet.'

Malicialooked pleased. 'Ah-ha,’ she said, and it seemed to Maurice that the 'ha had avery nasty edge
toit.

'S0... you're not going to tell the Watch about us? he ventured, hopefully.

'What, that 1've been talking to arat and acat? said Mdlicia. 'Of course not. They'll tell my father I've
been telling storiesand I'll get locked out of my room again.’

'Y ou get lockedout of your room as a punishment? said Maurice.

'Yes. It means| can't get at my books. I'm rather a specia person, asyou may have guessed,’ said
Mdlicia, proudly. 'Haven't you heard of the S sters Grim? Agonizaand Eviscera Grim? They were my
grandmother and my grest-aunt. They wrote... fairy-tales’

Ah, so we'retemporarily out of trouble here, thought Maurice. Best to keep her talking. 'I'm not abig
reader, as cats go,' he said. 'So what were these, then? Stories about little people with wings going

tinkle-tinkle?

'No,' said Mdlicia "They were not big on tinkling little people. They wrote...real fairy-taes. Oneswith
lots of blood and bones and bats and rats in.I've inherited the story-telling talent,’ she added.

'l kind of thought you had,' said Maurice.

'And if theré's no rats under the town but the ratcatchers are nailing upbootlaces, | smdl arat,’ said
Mdicia

‘Sorry,' said Sardines, 'l think that was me. I'm abit nervous-'
There were sounds from upgtairs.

'Quick, go out across the back yard!" Maliciacommanded. 'Get up into the hayloft over the stables! 'l
bring you somefood! | know exactly how this sort of thing goes!’

CHAPTER 5



Ratty Rupert wasthe bravest rat that ever was. Everyonein Furry Bottom said so.

- FromMr Bunnsy Has An Adventure

Darktan wasin atunnel severa streets away, hanging from four bits of string attached to hisharness.
They weretied onto a stick which had been balanced like a seesaw on the back of avery fat rat; two
other rats were sitting on the other end, and severa other rats were steering it.

Darktan was hanging just above the teeth of the big stedl trap that completely filled the tunndl.

He squeaked the Sgndl to stop. The stick vibrated alittle under hisweight. 'I'm right over the cheese,' he
said. 'Smdllslike Lancre Blue Vein, Extra Tasty. Not touched. Pretty old, too. Move mein about two

paws.'[3] <>
The stick bounced up and down as he was pushed forward.
'Careful, Sr,' said one of the younger rats who crowded the tunnel behind the Trap Disposa Squad.

Darktan grunted, and looked down at the teeth, an inch away from his nose. He pulled a short piece of
wood out of one of hisbdlts; atiny diver of mirror had been glued to oneend of it.

'Y ou lot move the candle thisway abit," he commanded. That'sright. That'sright. Let's see, now..." He
pushed the mirror past the teeth and turned it gently. 'Ah, just as| thought... it'saPrattle and Johnson

Little Shapper, sure enough. One of the old Mk. Threes, but with the extra safety-catch. That'scome a
long way. OK. We know about these, don't we? Cheesefor tea, lads!'

There was nervous laughter from the watchers, but avoice said, 'Oh, they'reeasy ...'
"Who said that? said Darktan sharply.

There was silence. Darktan craned his head back. The young rats had carefully moved aside, leaving
onelooking very, very done.

'Ah, Nourishing,' said Darktan, turning back to the trap's trigger mechanism. 'Easy, isit? Glad to hear it.
Y ou can show us how it's done, then.'

'Er, when | said easy..." Nourishing began. 'l mean, Inbrine showed me on the practice trap and he
sad-'

'No need to be modest,' said Darktan, agleamin hiseye. 'It'sal ready. I'll just watch, shall 1?Y ou can
get into the harness and do it, can you?

-but, but, but, | couldn't see too well when he showed us, now | cometo think about it, and, and, and-'
I'll tell you what,' said Darktan, 'I'llwork on thetrap, shal 1?7
Nourishing looked very relieved.

'And you can tel meexactly what to do,' Darktan added.



'Er..." Nourishing began. Now shelooked like arat prepared to rgoin the widdling squad redly quickly.
‘Jolly good,’ said Darktan. He carefully put his mirror away and pulled alength of metd out of his
harness. He prodded the trap carefully. Nourishing shuddered at the sound of metal on meta. 'Now,
wherewasl... oh, yes, herésabar and alittle spring and a catch. What shall | do now, Miss
Nourishing?

'Er, er, er," Nourishing stuttered.

Thingsarecreaking here, Miss Nourishing, said Darktan, from the depths of the trap.

'Er, er, you wedge thethingy ...

'Which oneis the thingy, Miss Nourishing? Take your time, whoops, thisbit of metd iswobbling but
don't let me hurry you inany way...'

'Y ou wedge the, er, thethingy, er, thethingy... er..." Nourishing's eyesrolled wildly.

'Maybeit'sthisbig SNAP argh argh argh...’

Nourishing fainted.

Darktan dipped out of the harness and dropped onto the trap. 'All fixed," he said. 'I've clipped it firm, it
won't off now. Y ou boys can drag it out of theway.' He walked back to the squad and dropped alump
of hairy cheese onto Nourishing's quivering ssomach. 'It's very important in the trap businessto be
definite, you see. Y ou're definite or you're dead. The second mouse gets the cheese.’ Darktan sniffed.

'Wdl, no human coming here would have any difficulty thinking therésrats aroundnow. . .

The other trainees laughed in the nervous, tittering way of people who've seen someone el se attract the
teacher's attention and are glad it isn't them.

Darktan unrolled a scrap of paper. He was arat of action, and the ideathat the world could be pinned
downinlittle sgnsworried him abit. But he could see how useful it was. When he drew pictures of a
tunne layout the paperremembered . It didn't get confused by new smells. Other rats, if they knew how
to read, could seein their heads what the writer had seen.

Hed invented maps. It was adrawing of theworld.

'‘Amazing stuff, this new technology,’ he said. 'So. .. there's poison marked here, two tunnels back. Did
you seetoit, Inbrine?

‘Buried and widdled on,’ said Inbrine, his deputy. ‘It was the grey No. 2 poison, too.’
'‘Good rat,’ said Darktan. That's nasty eating.'

"There were deadkeekees dl round it.’

'I'll bet there were. No antidote for that stuff.’

'We found trays of No. 1 and No. 3too,' said Inbrine. 'Lots of them.’



Y ou can survive No. 1 poison if you're sensble,’ said Darktan. 'Remember that, dl of you. And if you
ever eat No. 3 poison, weve got some stuff that'll sort you out. | mean, you'll live in the end, but ther€lll
be a day or two when you'd wish you were dead '

"There'slots of poison, Darktan,’ said Inbrine, nervoudly. 'More than I've ever seen before. Rat bones dll
over the place.’

‘Important safety tip there, then,' said Darktan, setting off along anew tunnel. 'Don't eat a dead rat unless
you know what they died of. Otherwise you'l die of it, too."

‘Dangerous Beans says he thinks we shouldn't eat rats at al,’ said Inbrine.

'Y eah, well, maybe," said Darktan, 'but out in the tunnels you have to be practica. Never let good food
go to waste. And someone wake up Nourishing!'

'Alot of poison,’ said Inbrine, as the squad moved on. They must reallyhate rats here.'

Darktan didn't answer. He could see the rats were aready getting nervous. Therewasasmell of fear in
therat runs. They'd never come across so much poison before. Darktan didn't usualy worry about
anything, and hated to fed the worry starting, deep in hisbones
A smdl rat, out of breath, scurried up the tunnel and crouched in front of him.

'Kidney, sir, No. 3 Heavy Widdlers," it burst out. 'Weve found atrap, sir! Not like the usual sort! Fresh
walked right into it! Please come!'

Therewasalot of straw in theloft over the stables, and the hesat of the horses coming up from below
made it quite snug.

Keth waslying on hisback, staring a the celling and to himself. Maurice was watching his lunch, which
wastwitching itsnose.

Right up until the time he pounced, Maurice looked like adeek killing machine. It dl went wrong just
before he jumped. Hisrear rose, it waggled faster and faster from sideto side, histail dashed at the air
like a snake, and then he dived forward, claws out-

'Squeak!"

'OK, heréstheded,' said Mauriceto the shivering ball in hisclaws. 'Y ou just have to say something.
Anything. "Let me go", maybe, or even "Help!" Squeak does not cut the mustard. It's just anoise. Just
ask, and I'll let you go. No-one can say I'm not highly mord in that respect.’

'Squeak!" screamed the mouse.

'Fair enough,’ said Maurice, and killed it instantly. He carried it back to the corner, where Keith was
now gitting in the straw and finishing a pickled beef sandwich.

‘It couldn't talk,’ said Maurice, hurriedly.

'l didn't ask you,' said Keith.



'I mean, | gaveit achance,' said Maurice. 'Y ou heard me, right? It only had to say it didn't want to be
eaten.'

'‘Good.'

It'sdl right for you, | mean, it's not as though you have to speak to sandwiches,' said Maurice, asif he
was sill bothered about something.

'I' wouldn't know what to say to them,' said Keith.

'‘And I'd liketo point out that | didn't play with it, either,’ said Maurice. ‘One swipe with the ol' paw and
it was "goodbye, that's al shewrote" except that obvioudy the mouse didn't write anything, not being
intdligentin any way .

'l believeyou,' said Keith.

'It never fdt athing,' Maurice went on.

There was a scream, from somewhere in anearby street, and then the sound of crockery breaking.
There had been quite alot of that in thelast haf hour.

'Sounds like the lads are till at work,' said Maurice, carrying the dead mouse behind a pile of hay.
'Nothing gets agood scream like Sardines dancing across the table.'

The stable doors opened. A man came in, harnessed two of the horses, and led them out. Shortly
afterwards, there was the sound of a coach leaving the yard.

A few seconds | ater, there were three loud knocks from below. They were repeated. And then they
were repeated again. Finaly, Malicias voice said: "Are you two up there or not?

Keith crawled out of the hay and looked down. 'Y es," he said.

'Didn't you hear the secret knock? said Mdicia, staring up a him in annoyance.
‘It didn't sound like a secret knock,' said Maurice, his mouth full.

'Isthat Maurice'svoice? said Mdiciasuspicioudy.

'Yes,' said Keth. 'Y ou'll have to excuse him, he's esting someone.’

Maurice swalowed quickly. 'It's notsomeone !' he hissed. 'It's notsomeone unlessit can talk! Otherwise
it'sjust food!"

'Itis a secret knock!" Malicia snapped. ‘I know about these things! And you're supposed to give the
secret knock in return!’

‘But if it'sjust someone knocking on the door in, you know, general high spirits, and we knock back,
what are they going to think is up here? said Maurice. 'An extremely heavy beetle?

Maliciawent uncharacteristically silent for amoment. Then she said: 'Good point, good point. | know, I'll



shout "It'sme, Mdicia" andthen give the secret knock, and that way you'll know it's me and you can
give the secret knock back. OK?

'Why don't we just say "Hello, were up here'? said Keith innocently.

Madliciasighed. 'Don't you haveany sense of drama? Look, my father's gone off to the Rathausto see
the other council members. He said the crockery wasthe last straw!”

"The crockery? said Maurice. "Y ou told him about Sardines?

'l had to say 1'd been frightened by a huge rat and tried to climb up the dresser to escape,’ said Madlicia.
‘You lied?

'l just told astory,' said Malicia, camly. 'It was agood one, too. It was much more true than the truth
would sound. A tap-dancing rat? Anyway, he wasn't redlly interested because there's been alot of
complaintstoday. Y our tamerats are redlly upsetting people. | am gloating.’

‘They're notour rats, they'retheir rats,’ said Keith.

'‘And they alwayswork fast,' said Maurice proudly. 'They don't mess about when it comesto... messing
about.’

'Onetown we werein last month, the council advertised for arat piper the very next morning,’ said
Keith. "That was Sardines big day.’

'My father shouted alot and sent for Blunkett and Spears, too,' said Malicia. 'They're the rat-catchers!
And you know what that means, don't you?

Maurice and Keith looked at one another. 'L et's pretend we don't,’ said Maurice.

It means we can break into their shed and solve the mystery of the bootlacetails!' said Madlicia. She
gave Maurice acritical look. 'Of course, it would be more... satisfying if we were four children and a
dog, which isthe right number for an adventure, but well make do with what we've got.'

'Hey, wejust stedl from governments!’ said Maurice.

'Er, only governmentswho aren't peopl€esfathers, obvioudy,' said Keith.

'So? said Mdlicia, giving Keith an odd look.

That's not the same as being crimindgl’ said Maurice.

'Ah, but when we've got the evidence, we can take it to the council and then it won't be crimind at all
because we will be saving the day,’ said Madlicia, with weary patience. 'Of course, it may be that the
council and the Watch are in league with the rat-catchers, so we shouldn't trustanyone . Redlly, haven't
you peopleever read abook? It'll be dark soon, and I'll come over and pick you up and we can shimmy

the nodger.'

'Canwe? sad Keith.



'Yes. With ahairpin,’ said Mdicia. 'l know it's possible, because I've read about it hundreds of times!'

'What kind of nodger isit? said Maurice.

‘A big one,' said Madlicia. 'That makesit eader, of course.'" She turned round abruptly and ran out of the
stables.

'Maurice? said Keith.
'Y es? said the cat.

'Whatis a nodger and how do you shimmy it?
I don't know. A lock, maybe?

‘But you said-'
'Yes, but | wasjust trying to keep her talking in case she turned violent,' said Maurice. 'Shesgonein the

head, if you ask me. She's one of those peoplelike... actors. Y ou know. Acting dl thetime. Not living in
therea world at dl. Likeit'sal abig story. Dangerous Beansis abit like that. Highly dangerous person,

inmy opinion.
'He'savery kind and thoughtful rat!"

'Ah,yes, but thetroubleis, see, that he thinks everyone e seislike him. People like that are bad news,
kid. And our lady friend, shethinkslifeworkslike afarytde.

'Wdll, that's harmless, isn't it? said Keith.
'Y eah, but in fairy-tales, when someone dies... it'sjust aword.’

The No. 3 Heavy Widdlers squad were taking arest, and they'd run out of ammunition in any case.
No-onefdt like going past the trap to the trickle of water that dripped down the wall. And no-oneliked

looking at what wasin the trap.

'Poor old Fresh," said arat. 'Hewasagood rat.'

‘Should've paid attention to where he was going, though,' said another rat.
"Thought he knew it dl,' said yet another rat. 'A decent rat, though, if abit smelly.’

'So let'sget him out of the trap, shdl we? said thefirdt rat. 'Doesn't seem right, leaving himin therelike
that."

'Y es. Especidly sncewe're hungry.'
One of the rats said, 'Dangerous Beans sayswe shouldn't et rat at all.’

Another rat said, 'No, it'sonly if you don't know what they died of, ‘cos they might have died of poison.’

Another rat said, '"And weknow whathe died of. He died of squashing. Y ou can'tcatch squashing.



They dl looked at the late Fresh.

"What do you think happensto you, after you're dead? said arat, dowly.
"Y ou get eaten. Or you go al dried up, or mouldy.'

'What,all of you?
'Well, people usudly leave thefeet.
The rat who'd asked the question said, 'But what about the bit inside?

And the rat who'd mentioned the feet said, 'Oh, the squishy green wobbly bit? No, you ought to leave
that, too. Tastesawful .'

'No, | meant the bit inside you that'syou . Where doesthat go?

'Sorry, you've lost me there.”

'Wll... you know, like... dreams?

The rats nodded. They knew about dreams. Dreams had come as abig shock when they started to
happen.

'Well, then, in the dreams, when you're being chased by dogs or flying or whatever... whois it that's
doing that? It's not your body, ‘costhat's adeep. So it must be an invisible part that livesinsde you, yes?

And being dead islike being adeep, isn't it?

‘Not exactly like adeep,' said arat, uncertainly, glancing at thefairly flat thing formerly known as Fresh.
'l mean, you don't get al blood and bits sticking out. And you wake up.’

'So,' said the rat who'd raised the whole question about the invisible part, ‘when you wake up, where
does the dreaming part go? When you die, where does that bit that's inside you go?

'What, the green wobbly bit?

'No! The bit that's behind your eyes!'

'Y ou mean the pinky-grey bit?

'No, not that! Theinvisble bit!'

'How would | know?I've never seen aniinvisible bit!'

All therats stared down at Fresh.

'l don't likethiskind of talk,' said one of them. 'It reminds me of the shadowsin the candldlight.’

Another one said, 'Did you hear about the Bone Rat? It comes and gets you when you're dead, they
say.



They say, they say,' muttered arat. 'Theysay therésaBig Rat Underground who made everything, they
say . So it made humans, too? Must be really keen on us, to go and make humanstoo! Huh?

'How do | know? Maybe they were made by a Big Human?

'Oh, now you'rejust being silly," said the doubting rat, who was called Tomato.

‘All right, dl right, but you've got to admit that everything couldn't have just, well, turned up, could it?
There's got to be areason. And Dangerous Beans says there's things we should do 'costhey'reright,
well, who works out what's right? Where does "right" and "wrong" come from? Theysay, if you've beena
good rat, maybe the Big Rat has got thistunne full of good eating that the Bone Rat will take you to'

‘But Freshisill here. And | ain't seen abony rat!"

'Ah, but they say you only seeit if it'scoming foryou .’

'Oh? Oh? said another rat, nervousto the point of mad sarcasm. 'So how didthey seeit, en? Tdl me
that! Life's bad enough asit iswithout having to worry about invisible things you can't see!’

‘All right, all right, what's been happening?

The ratsturned, suddenly incredibly pleased to see Darktan scurry up the tunndl.

Darktan pushed past. HEd brought Nourishing with him. It was never too soon, he said, for amember
of the squad to find out what happened to people who got thingswrong. 'l see,' he said, looking at the
trap. He shook his head sadly. 'What do | tell everyone?

'‘Not to use tunndls that haven't been marked clear, sir,' said Tomato. 'But Fresh, well, heésnot a... he
neverwas agood listener. And he was keen to get on with it, Sir’

Darktan examined the trap, and tried to keep hisface fixed in an expression of confident purpose. It was
hard to do it, though. HEd never seen atrap likeit. It looked areally nasty one, a squeezer rather than a
chopper. It had been put where arat hurrying to the water would be bound to trip it.

'He's not going to do any more listening now, that's for certain,’ he said. 'The face looks familiar. Apart
from the bulging eyes and the tongue hanging out, thet is.

'Er, you talked to Fresh in the muster thismorning, sir,' said arat. 'Told him hewasraised to bea
widdler and to get onwithiit, ar.’

Darktan's expression remained blank. Then he said, 'We've got to go. We'refinding alot of trapsall
over. Well work our way back to you. No-oneisto go any further along that tunnel, understood?
Everyone say "yes, Darktan™!'

'Y es, Darktan,' the rats chorused.

'‘And one of you stand guard,’ said Darktan. 'There could be more traps up that way.'

‘What shall we do with Fresh, sr? said Tomato.



‘Don't eat the green wobbly bit,' said Darktan, and hurried off.

Traps he thought. There were too many of them. And too much poison. Even the experienced members
of the squad were getting nervous now. He didn't like to come across unknown things. Y ou found out

what unknown things were when they killed you.

The rats were spreading out under the town, and it was like no other town they'd found. The whole
placewasarat trap. They hadn't found asingle livingkeekee . Not one. That wasn't norma. Everywhere

had rats. Where you got humans, you got rats.

And on top of everything else the young rats were spending too much time worrying aboui. .. things.
Things you couldn't see or smell. Shadow things. Darktan shook his head. There was no room in the
tunnelsfor that sort of thinking. Lifewasred, life was practica, and life could get taken awayreally

quickly if you weren't paying attention. ..
He noticed Nourishing looking around and sniffing the air asthey trotted along apipe.

That'sright," he said gpprovingly. 'Y ou can't be too careful. Never rushin. Eventherat in front of you
might have been lucky and missed thetrigger.’

'Yes, gr.'

'Don't worry too much, though.'

'Hedid look awfully... flat, Sr.’

'Foolsrushin, Nourishing. Foolsrushin. ..’

Darktan could sense the fear spreading. It worried him. If the Changelings panicked, they'd panic as
rats. And the tunnelsin this city were no place for aterrified rat to be running. But if onerat broke ranks

and ran, then mogt of them would follow. Smdl held sway in the tunndls. When things went well,
everyone felt good. When fear arrived, it flowed through the runslike flood-water. Panic in therat world

was akind of disease that could be caught too eadlly.

Thingsdid not get any better when they caught up with the rest of the trap-squad. Thistime, they'd found
anew poison.

'Not to worry,' said Darktan, who was worried. 'We've come across new poisons before, right?

'Not forages ,' said arat. 'Remember that onein Scrote? With the sparkly blue bits? It burned if you got
it on your feet? Peopleran into it before they knew?

"They've got that here?

'Y ou'd better come and see!’

In one of thetunnelsarat waslying on itsside. Itsfeet were curled up tight, like figts. It was whimpering.

Darktan took one look and knew that, for thisrat, it wasal over. It was only amatter of time. For the
rats back in Scrote, it had been amatter of horrible time.



'I could bite her in the back of the neck," arat volunteered. 'It'd be al over quickly.’

'It'sakind thought, but that stuff getsinto the blood,' said Darktan. 'Find a snapper trap that hasn't been
made safe. Do it carefully.

'‘Putarat inatrap , Sr? said Nourishing.
'Y esl Better diefast than dow!’
'Even 5o, it's-' the rat who had volunteered to do the biting started to protest.

The hairs around Darktan's face stood out. He reared up and showed his teeth. 'Do what you're told or
I'll bite you!" he roared.

The other rat crouched back. 'All right, Darktan, dl right...'

'‘And warn all the other squads!’ Darktan bellowed. 'Thisisn't rat-catching, thisiswar ! Everyonesto pull
back smartly! No-one touchnothing ! Were going to- Yes?What isitthis time?

A small rat had crept up to Darktan. Asthe trap-hunter spun around, the rat crouched hurriedly, amost
rolling on its back to show how smdl and harmlessit was.

'Please, gr..." it mumbled.
'Yes?

Thistimewevefound aliveone...'

CHAPTER 6

There were big adventures and small adventures, Mr Bunnsy knew. Y ou didn't get told what size they
were going to be before you started. Sometimes you could have a big adventure even when you were
Sanding till.

- FromMr Bunnsy Has An Adventure

'Hello? Hdllo, it'sme. And I'm going to give the secret knocknow ! There were three knocks on the
stable door, and then Mdicias voice rose again with 'Hello, did youhear the secret knock?

'Perhaps shelll go away if we keep quiet,’ said Keith, in the Straw.
I shouldn't think so," said Maurice. Heraised hisvoice and called out, 'Were up here!’
'You've dtill got to give the secret knock,' shouted Malicia

'Oh, prbllttrrrp ,' said Maurice under his breath, and fortunately no human knows how bad a
swearword that isin cat language. 'Look, thisisme, OK? A cat? Which talks? How will you recognize



me? Shdl | wear ared carnation?

'I don't think you're aproper talking cat, anyway,' said Mdicia, climbing the ladder. She was ill wearing
black, and had bundled up her hair under ablack scarf. She adso had a big bag dung from her shoulder.

'Gosh, you've got that right, said Maurice.

'l mean, you don't wear boots and asword and have abig hat with afeather init,' said the girl, pulling
hersdf into theloft.

Maurice gave her along stare. 'Boots? he said at last. 'Onthese paws?

'Oh, itwasin apicturein abook | read,' sad Mdicia, camly. ‘A slly onefor children. Full of animas
that dressed up as humans.’

It crossed Maurice's cat mind, and not for thefirst time, that if he moved fast he could be out of the city
in five minutes and on to a barge or something.

Once, when he was no more than akitten, he'd been taken home by asmall girl who'd dressed himupin
dall's clothes and sat him at asmall table with a couple of dolls and three-quarters of ateddy bear. Hed
managed to escape through an open window, but it had taken him dl day to get out of the dress. That girl
could have been Madlicia. She thought animals were just people who hadn't been paying enough attention.

'l don't do clothes," he said. It wasn't much of aline, but it was probably better than saying 'l think you
arealoony'.

'Could be an improvement,’ said Mdicia. 'It's nearly dark. Let'sgo! We shall move like cats!’

'Oh, right," said Maurice. 'l expect | can dothat '

Although, he thought afew minuteslater, no cats ever moved like Mdicia. She obvioudy thought that it
was no good |looking inconspicuous unless people couldsee that you were being inconsgpicuous. Peoplein
the street actualy stopped to watch her as she sidled dong walls and scuttled from one doorway to
another. Maurice and Keith strolled along after her. No-one paid them any attention.

Eventudly, in anarrow street, she stopped at ablack building with abig wooden sign hanging over the
door. The sign showed alot of rats, asort of star made of rats, with al their tailstied together in abig
knot.

'Sign of the ancient Guild of Rat-catchers,’ whispered Malicia, swinging her bag off her shoulder.

'I know,' said Keith. 'It looks horrible!

'Makes an interesting design, though,’ said Mdicia.

One of the most significant things about the door below the sgn was the big padiock holding it shut.
Odd, Maurice thought. If rats make your legs explode, why do rat-catchers have to have abig lock on
their shed?

‘Luckily, I'm prepared for every eventudity,' said Madlicia, and reached into her bag. There was a sound
asof lumps of meta and bottles being moved around.



"What have you got in there? asked Maurice. 'Everything?

"The grapnel and rope ladder take up alot of theroom,’ said Mdicia, still feeling around. ‘And then
thereésthe big medicinekit, and the smal medicine kit, and the knife, and the other knife, and the sawing
kit, and the mirror for sending sgnasand... these...'

She pulled out asmall bundle of black cloth. When she unrolled it, Maurice saw the gleam of metdl.

'‘Ah," he said. 'Lock picks, right?I've seen burglars at work-'

'Hair pins,' said Mdicia, selecting one. 'Hair pins awayswork in the books I'veread. Y ou just push it
into the keyhole and twiddle. | have a salection of pre-bent ones!’

Once again, Mauricefdt alittle chill at the back of his head. They work instories, he thought. Oh dear
me. 'And how come you know so much about picking locks? he said.

'l told you, they lock me out of my room to punish me,' said Mdicia, twiddling.

Mauricehad seen thieves at work. Men breaking into buildings a night hated to see dogs, but they didn't
mind cats. Cats never attempted to tear their throats out. And what thieves tended to have, he knew,
were complicated little tools which were used with grest care and precision. They didn't use stupi-

Click!

'‘Good,' said Mdlicia, in asatisfied voice.

"That was just luck,' said Maurice, asthe padlock swung free. Helooked up at Keith. 'Y ou think it's just
luck too, eh, kid?

'How would | know? said Keith. 'I've never seen it done before.

I knew it would work," said Mdicia. ‘It worked in the fairy-story The Seventh Wife of Greenbeard,
where she broke out of his Room of Terror and stabbed him in the eye with afrozen herring.'

‘That was a,'airy-gtory? said Keith.

'Yes' said Mdlicia, proudly. ‘Right out of Grim Fairy-Tales .

'Y ou've got somebad fairiesin these parts,' said Maurice, shaking his head.

Madlicia pushed the door open. 'Oh,no ,' she moaned. 'l didn't expectthis ...'

Somewhere below Maurice's paws, and about a street away, the onelocal rat that the Changelings had
found alive was crouched in front of Dangerous Beans. The squads had been called back. Thiswas not

turning out to be agood day.

Trapsthat didn't kill, Darktan thought. Y ou found them sometimes. Sometimes humans wanted to catch
ratsdive.

Darktan didn't trust humans who wanted to catch rats alive. Honest trapsthat killed outright... well, they



were bad, but you could usudly avoid them and at |east there was somethingclean about them. Live
traps were like poison. Theycheated .

Dangerous Beans was watching the newcomer. It was strange, but the rat who could think the most
un-rat-like thoughts was a so the best at talking tokeekees, except that talking wasn't the right word.
No-one, not even Hamnpork, had a sense of smdll like Dangerous Beans.

The new rat certainly wasn't giving any trouble. For one thing, it was surrounded by rats who were big
and well-fed and tough, so its body was respectfully sayingsir ashard asit could. The Changdlings had
aso given it somefood, which it was engulfing rather than egting.

'‘Shewasin abox,' said Darktan, who was drawing on the floor with astick. Theresalot of them here!'

'l got caught in one once,’ said Hamnpork. "Then afemale human came aong and tipped me out over the
garden wall. Couldn't see the point of it."

'l believe some humansdo it to be kind,' said Peaches. 'They get therat out of the house without killing
them.’

‘Didn't do her any good, anyway,' said Hamnpork, with satisfaction. 'l went back next night and widdled
on the cheese!’

'I don't think anyone istrying to be kind here,' said Darktan. 'There was another rat in there with her. At
least,' he added,'there waspart of arat in therewith her. | think sheld been egting it to Say dive'

"Very sensble,’ nodded Hamnpork.
'We found something ese,’ Darktan said, sill drawing furrowsin the dirt. 'Can you seethese, Sir?
He'd drawn lines and squiggles on the floor.

"Hrumph. | cansee them, but | don't have to know what they are,' said Hamnpork. He rubbed his nose.
'I've never needed any more than this!'

Darktan gave apatient sgh. Thensmell, sir, that thisisa... apicture of al the tunnelswe've explored
today. It's... the shape | havein my head. We've explored alot of the town. Thereésalot of the..." he
glanced at Peaches, 'alot of thekind traps, mostly empty. There's poison al over the place. It's mostly
quite old. Lots of empty livetraps. Lotsof killer traps, still set. And noliverats. None at al, except for
our... new friend. We know there's something very odd. | sniffed around abit near where | found her,
and | smelled rats. Lots of rats. | meanlots .’

'Alive? said Dangerous Beans.
IY%I
‘All in one place?

It smellsthat way,' said Darktan. 'l think a squad should go and look.'

Dangerous Beans got closer to the rat and sniffed at her again. Therat sniffed at him. They touched
paws. The watching Changelings were astonished. Dangerous Beans was treating thekeekee asanequal .



‘Lots of things, lots of things, he murmured. ‘Many rats... humans... fear... lotsof fear... lotsof rats,
crowded... food... rat... you said she's been edting rat?

'It'sarat-eat-rat world,' said Hamnpork. 'Always has been, dwayswill be.'

Dangerous Beanswrinkled hisnose. There's something ese. Something... odd. Strange... she'sredly
scared.'

'She hasbeen in atrap,’ said Peaches. 'And then she met us!'

'Much...worse than that,' said Dangerous Beans. 'She's... she's frightened of us because we're strange
rats but she smellsrelieved that were not. .. what she'sused to...'

'Humang!' Darktan spat.

l... dont... think... so...’

'Other rats?

'Yes... no... |... dont... itshard to tell...'

'‘Dogs? Cats?

'No." Dangerous Beans stepped back. 'Something new.’
'What shall we do with her? said Peaches.

'Let her go, | suppose.’

'We can't do that!" said Darktan. "We've triggered all the traps we've found but there are il poisonsdll
over the place. | wouldn't send amouse out into that lot. She hasn't tried to attack us, after dl.'

'S0? said Hamnpork. 'What's another deadkeekee ?
'I know what Darktan means,’ said Peaches. 'We can't just send her out to die.’

Big Savings stepped forward and put a paw around the young female, cuddling her protectively. She
glared a Hamnpork. Although she might nip him sometimesif she was annoyed, she wouldn't argue with
him. She wastoo old to do that. But her look said: al maesare stupid, you stupid old rat.

Helooked lost. 'We've killedkeekees, haven't we? he said sadly. "Why do we want this one hanging
around?

'We can't send her out to die,' said Peaches again, looking at Dangerous Beans expression. He had that
faraway look in hispink eyes.

'Y ou want it trailing around eating our food and messing things up? said Hamnpork. ‘It can't talk, it can't
think..."

'Nor could we, not long ago!" snapped Peaches. 'We were dl like her!



"We can think now, young femae!' said Hamnpork, hishair rising.

'Y es,' said Dangerous Beans quietly. 'We can think. We can think about what we do. We can pity the
innocent one who means us no harm. And that'swhy she can stay.’

Hamnpork's head turned sharply. Dangerous Beans was still facing the newcomer. Hamnpork reared up
ingtinctively, arat ready to fight. But Dangerous Beans couldn't see him.

Peaches watched the old rat with concern. Hed been chalenged, by aweedy little rat who would not
last asecond in afight. And Dangerous Beans hadn't even realized hed made the challenge.

He doesn't think like that, Peachestold hersdlf.

The other rats were watching Hamnpork. They till thought like that, and were waiting to see what he
would do.

But it was dawning even on Hamnpork that pouncing on the white rat would be unthinkable. It would be
like cutting off hisown tail. He very carefully let himsdf relax. ‘It'sjust arat,” he muttered.

‘But you, dear Hamnpork, are not,’ said Dangerous Beans. 'Will you go with Darktan's crew to find out
where she came from? It could be dangerous.’

This made Hamnpork's hair rise again. 'I'm not afraid of danger!" he roared.

'Of course not. That iswhy you should go. She wasterrified,’ said Dangerous Beans.

'I've never been scared of anything !" shouted Hamnpork.

Now Dangerous Beansturned to face him. In the candlelight there was aglow in the pink eyes.
Hamnpork was not arat who spent alot of time thinking about things he couldn't see or smdll or bite,

Helooked up. The candlelight made big rat shadows dance on the wal. Hamnpork had heard the young
rats talking about shadows and dreams and what happened to your shadow after you died. He didn't
worry about that stuff. Shadows couldn't bite you. There was nothing to be frightened of in shadows. But
now hisown voicein hishead told himl'm frightened of what those eyes can see . He glared at
Darktan, who was scratching something in the mud with one of his sticks.

'I'll go, but | will lead the expedition,” he said. 'I'm senior rat herel’

"That doesn't worry me," said Darktan. 'Mr Clicky isgoing to be going in front in any case.'

'I thought he got smashed last week? said Peaches.

"Welve got two left,’ said Darktan. Then well have to raid another pet shop.’

'I'm the leader,’ said Hamnpork.'I'll say what we do, Darktan.’

'Fine, dr. Fine,' said Darktan, till drawing in the mud. 'And you know how to make al the traps safe, do
you?



'No, but | cantdl you to!

'‘Good. Good,' said Darktan, making more marks with his stick and not looking at the leader. '‘And you'll
tell me which leversto leave done and which bitsto wedge open, will you?

I don't have to understand about traps,' said Hamnpork.

‘But | do, sr,' said Darktan, speaking in the same cam voice. 'And I'm telling you that there's a couple of
things about some of these new traps | don't understand, and until | understand them I'd veryrespectfully

suggest you leaveit dl to me/

"That is not the way to talk to a superior rat!’

Darktan gave him alook, and Peaches held her breath.

Thisisthe showdown, she thought. Thisiswherewe find out who isthe leader.
Then Darktan said, 'l am sorry. Impertinence was not intended.’

Peaches picked up the astonishment amongst the older males who were watching. Darktan. HEd
backed down! He hadn't legpt!

But he hadn't cowered back, either.

Hamnpork'sfur settled. The old rat was at alossto know how to dedl with this. All the sgnaswere
mixed up.

'Well, er...'

'Obvioudy, asthe leader you must give the orders,’ said Darktan.

‘Yes er...'

‘But my advice, sr, isthat we investigate this. Unknown things are dangerous.’

'Yes. Certanly,' said Hamnpork. 'Y es, indeed. We will investigate. Of course. Seetoiit. | am the leader,
and that iswhat | am saying.'

Maurice looked around at the inside of the rat-catchers shed.

'Itlooks like arat-catchers shed, he said. 'Benches, chairs, stove, lots of rat skins hanging up, piles of
old traps, acouple of dog muzzles, rolls of wire netting, consderable evidence of alack of any dusting
ever being done. It'swhatl'd have expected arat-catchers hut to look likeinside.

'| was expecting something... horrible yet interesting,’ said Mdlicia. 'Some ghadtly clue!’
'Doesthere haveto be aclue? said Kaith.

'Of course!' said Madlicia, looking under achair. 'L ook, cat, there's two types of peoplein the world.
There are those who have got the plot, and those who havent.’



"Theworld hasn't got aplot ,' said Maurice. 'Thingsjudt... happen, one after another.'

‘Only if you think of it likethat, ssid Mdicia, far too smugly in Maurices opinion. Therésdwaysaplot.
Y ou just have to know where to look." She paused for amoment and then said, 'Look! That's the word!
Ther€lll be a secret passage, of course! Everyone look for the entrance to the secret passage!”

'Er... how will we know it's the entrance to a secret passage? said Keith, looking even more
bewildered than norrmal. "What does a secret passagel ook like?

‘It won'tlook like one, of course!'

'Oh,wdll, inthat case | can see dozens of secret passages,’ said Maurice. 'Doors, windows, that
calendar from the Acme Poison Company, that cupboard over there, that rathole, that desk, that-'

"Yourejust being sarcagtic,’ said Mdlicia, lifting up the calendar and sternly inspecting thewall behind it.
‘Actualy, | wasjust being flippant,’ said Maurice, 'but | can do sarcadtic if you like.'

Keith stared at the long bench which wasin front of awinckow frosted with ancient cobwebs. Traps
were piled up on it. All kinds of traps. And beside them were row uporm row of battered old tinsand
jarswith labelslike 'Danger: Hydrogen Dioxide!' and 'RatBane' and 'FireGut' and Polyputaketion:
Extreme Caution' and 'RatAway!!!" and 'Killerat!" and 'Essence of Barbed Wire: Danger!!!" and-he
leaned closer to look at this one-'Sugar'. There were acouple of mugs, too, and a teapot. White and
green and grey powder was scattered on the bench. Some of it had even falen on the floor.

"Y ou might try to be some help,' said Mdlicia, tapping thewalls.

'l don't know how to look for something that doesn't look like the thing I'm looking for,' said Keith. 'And
they keep the poison right next to the sugar! And somany poisons...'

Maliciastood back and brushed her hair out of her eyes. 'Thisisn't working,' she said.

'I suppose there might notbe a secret passage? said Maurice. 'l know it'sarather daring idea, but
perhapsthisisjust an ordinary shed?

Even Maurice leaned back alittle from the force of Malicias sare.

‘Therehas to be a secret passage,’ she said. 'Otherwise there's nopoint ." She snapped her fingers. 'Of
course! Werre doing it wrong! Everyone knows you never find the secret passage bylooking for it! It's
when you give up and lean againgt the wall that you inadvertently operate the secret switch!”

Maurice looked at Keith for help. He was ahuman, after al. He should know how to dedl with
something like Mdicia But Keith was just wandering around the shed, staring at things.

Madlicialeaned againgt the wall with incredible nonchaance. Therewas not aclick. A pand in thefloor
not dide back. 'Probably the wrong place,’ she said. 'I'll just rest my arm innocently on this coat hook, A
sudden door in thewall completely failed to happen. 'Of course, it'd help if there was an ornate
candlestick,' said Mdicia. They're dways asure-fire secret passage lever. Every adventurer knowsthat.'

Thereign't acandlestick,' said Maurice.



'I know. Some peopletotdly fall to have anyidea of how to design a proper secret passage,’ said
Malicia. Sheleaned againgt another piece of wall, which had no effect whatsoever.

'l don't think you'll find it that way,' said Keith, who was carefully examining atrap.

'Oh?Won't 1? said Mdicia. 'Well, at least I'm beingconstructive about things! Where would you ook,
if you're such an expert?

'‘Why isthere arat holein arat-catchers shed? said Keith. ‘It smells of dead rats and wet dogs and
poison. | wouldn't come near thisplaceif | wasarat.’

Maliciaglared at him. Then her face wrapped itsdlf in an expression of acute concentration, asif shewas
trying out several ideasin her head. 'Y e-es' she said. That usualy works, in stories. It's often the stupid
person who comes up with the good idea by accident,” She crouched down and peered into the hole.
Therésasort of littlelever,' shesaid. 'I'll just giveit alittle push...’'

Therewas aclonk under the floor, part of it swung back, and Keith dropped out of sight.

'Oh, yes,' said Mdiicia. 'l thought something like that would probably happen...'

Mr Clicky bumped dong the tunnd, making awhirring noise.

Y oung rats had chewed his ears, and his string tail had been chopped off by atrap, and other traps had
dented his body, but he had this advantage: surprise traps couldn't kill Mr Clicky because he wasn't dive,
and he wasn't dive because he was powered by clockwork.

Hiskey whirred around. A stub of candle burned on hisback. The rest of the No. 1 trap squad
watched.

'Any minute now..." said Darktan.

There was a snap, and a sound best described asgloink ! The light went out. Then agear whed rolled
dowly back down the tunnd and fell over in front of Hamnpork.

'Ithought the soil looked a bit disturbed there," said Darktan in a satisfied voice. He turned around.

'OK, lads! Bresak out the other Mr Clicky, and | want half adozen of you with aropeto dig out that trap
and drag it out of the way!"

'All thistesting the ground is dowing us down, Darktan, said Hamnpork.

'Fine, gr,' said Darktan, as the squad hurried past them."You go on ahead. That'd be agood idea,
because we've only got one Mr Clicky left. | hope thistown's got a pet shop.'[4] <>

'l just think we should move faster, said Hamnpork.
'OK, off you go then,sr . Try to shout out where the next trap isbefore it getsyou,’
'lam the leader, Darktan.'

'Yes, Sr, I'm sorry. Were dl getting abit tired.'



"Thisisnot agood place, Darktan,' said Hamnpork wesrily. 'lI've been in some badrprptlt holes, and
thisisworsethan any of them.'

That'strue, Sr. Thisplaceisdead .

'What's that word Dangerous Beans invented?

'BEvil,' said Darktan, watching the squad drag the trap out of the walls of the tunnel. He could see
mangled springs and whedlsin the jaws. He added, 'l couldn't quite understand what he was going on
about, &t the time. But now | think | can see what he meant.’

He looked back along the tunnel to where a candle flame burned, and grabbed a passing rat. 'Peaches
and Dangerous Beans are to stay right back, understand? he said. "'They'renot to come any further.’

‘Right, ar!" said therat, and hurried away.
The expedition moved forward, cautioudy, as the runnel opened up into alarge, old drain. It had a
trickle of water in the bottom. There were ancient pipesin the roof of it. Here and there steam hissed

from them. Wesak green light came from astreet grating, further down the drain.

The place smelled of rats. It smdledfreshly of rats. In fact there was arat in there, nibbling at atray of
food that had been set on acrumbling brick. It glanced at the Changedlings and fled.

'Get after it!" Hamnpork yelled.

'No!" shouted Darktan. A couple of rats, who'd begun to chase thekeekee hesitated.

"That wasanorder | gave!' roared Hamnpork, turning on Darktan. The trap expert made avery brief
crouch and said, 'Of course. But | think the view of Hamnporkin possession of all the facts will bea
little different than the view of Hamnpork who just shouted because he saw arat run away, hmm? Sniff
thear!"

Hamnpork's nose wrinkled. 'Poison?

Darktan nodded. ‘Grey No. 2,' he said. 'Foul stuff. It's best to keep well away.’

Hamnpork |ooked both ways aong the pipe. It went on for along way, and was just about high enough
for ahuman to crawl dongit. Lots of smdler pipes hung near the calling. ‘It'swarm here," he said.

'Y es, Sir. Peaches has been reading the guide-book. Hot springs of water come up out of the ground
here and they pump it around to some of the houses!'

'Why?
Tobathin, sr.’
"Hrumph." Hamnpork didn't like that idea. A lot of the young rats were keen on taking baths.

Darktan turned to the squad. 'Hamnpork wants that poison buried and widdled on and a marker on it
rightnow !'



Hamnpork heard a metallic sound beside him. He turned and saw that Darktan had drawn, from hisweb
of tools, along thin piece of metd. 'What thekr ckrck isthat? he said.

Darktan swished the thing backwards and forwards. 'l got the stupid-looking kid to make thisfor me,’
he said.

And then Hamnpork realized what it was. 'That'sasword ,' he said. Y ou got the idea out of Mr Bunnsy
Has An Adventure "

‘That'sright.'

'I've never believed that stuff,” Hamnpork grumbled.

‘But aspikeisaspike,' said Darktan, camly. 'l think we're closeto the other rats. It'd be agood ideaif
most of usstay here... sr." Hamnpork felt he was being given orders again, but Darktanwas being polite.
'l suggest that afew of us go on ahead to sniff them out,’ Darktan went on. 'Sardines would be useful,
and I'll go, of course

'‘And me,’ said Hamnpork.

He glared at Darktan, who said, 'Of course.’

CHAPTER 7

And because of Olly the Snake'strick with the road sign, Mr Bunnsy did not know that he had lost his
way. He wasn't going to Howard the Stoat's tea party. He was heading into the Dark Wood.

- FromMr Bunnsy Has An Adventure

Malicialooked at the open trapdoor asif giving it marks out of ten.

'‘Quite wdll hidden,' she said. 'No wonder we didn't seeit.’

'I'm not hurt much,' Keith called up from the darkness.

'‘Good,' said Madlicia, still ingpecting the trapdoor. ‘How far down are you?
'It'ssome sort of cellar. I'm OK because | |landed on some sacks,'

‘All right, al right, no need to goon about it, thiswouldn't be an adventure if there weren't some minor
hazards,’ said the girl. 'Here's the top of aladder. Why didn't you useit?

'l was unable to on account of faling past,' said the voice of Keith.

'Shdl | carry you down? Mdiciasaid to Maurice.



'Shall | scratch your eyes out? Maurice responded.

Malicias brow wrinkled. She dways|ooked annoyed when she didn't understand something. 'Was that
sarcasm? she said.

"That was asuggestion,’ said Maurice. 'l don't do "picking up” by strangers. Y ou go down. I'll follow.’
'But you haven't got the legs for ladderd!’
'Do | make persona remarks aboutyour legs?

Malicia descended into the dark. There was ametallic noise, and then the flare of amatch. ‘It'sfull of
sacks!' she said.

I know," came the voice of Keith. 'l landed onthem. | did say.'

It'sgrain! And... and there's strings and strings of sausages! There's smoked meat! Bins of vegetables!
It'sfull of food! Aargh! Get out of my hair! Getoff ! Thatcat just jumped onto my head!'

Maurice legpt off her and onto some sacks.

'Hah!" said Malicia, rubbing her head. "We weretold that theratshad got it dl. | seeit al now. The
rat-catchers get everywhere, they know al the sewers, al the cdlars. .. and to think those thieves get
paid out of our taxes!'

Maurice looked around the cellar, lit by the flickering lantern in Mdicia's hand. Therewas, indeed, alot
of food. Nets hanging from the ceiling were indeed stuffed with big, white, heavy cabbages. The
aforesaid sausages did indeed loop from beam to beam. There were indeed jars and barrels and sacks
and sacks. And, indeed, they al worried him.

That'sit, then,' said Mdlicia. 'What a hiding place! We're going to go right away to the town Watch,
report what we've found, and then it'sabig cream teafor all of usand possbly ameda and then-'

I'm suspicious,’ said Maurice.

'Why?

‘Because I'm a suspicious character! | wouldn't trust your rat-catchersif they told me the sky was blue.
What have they been doing? Pinching the food and then saying, "It wasthe rats, honest"? And everyone
believed them?

'No, stupid. People have found gnawed bones and empty egg baskets, that sort of thing,' said Mdlicia
'And rat droppings dl over the place!’

'l suppose you could scratch the bones and | suppose rat-catchers could shovel up alot of rat
droppings..." Maurice conceded.

'‘And they'rekilling dl thered rats so that theres more for them!' said Mdiciatriumphantly. 'Very
clever!’

'Y eah, and that's a bit puzzling,’ said Maurice, 'because we've met your rat-catchers and, frankly, if it



was raining meetballs they wouldn't be able to find afork.’
'I've been thinking about something,’ said Keith, who had been humming to himsdlf.
'Wéll, I'm gladsomeone has,' Maliciabegan.
'It'sabout wire netting,’ said Keith. "There was wire netting in the shed.’
'Isthisimportant ?
'Why do rat-catchers need rolls of wire netting?
'How should I know? Cages, maybe? Does it matter?
"Why would rat-catchers put ratsin cages? Dead rats don't run away, do they?

There was silence. Maurice could see that Maliciawas not happy about that comment. It wasan
unnecessary complication. It spoiled the story.

'I may be stupid-looking, Keith added, 'but I'm not stupid. | have time to think about things because |
don't keep on talkingall the time . | look at things. | listen. | try to learn. |-

'ldon't talk dl thetime!'
Maurice let them argue and stalked away into the corner of the cellar. Or cellars. They seemed to go on
along way. He saw something streak across the floor in the shadows, and leapt before he could think.

His stomach remembered that it had been along time since the mouse, and it connected itsalf Straight to
hislegs. 'All right," he said, as the thing squirmed in his paws,'speak up or-'

A smdll gtick hit him very sharply. ‘Do youmind ? said Sardines, struggling to get up.
'Dere's bno deed to be like dab!" muttered Maurice, trying to lick his smarting nose.
I've got arkrklk HAT on, right? snapped Sardines. 'Do you ever bother to look?
‘All ride, dl ride, sorwy... why're you here?

Sardines brushed himsdlf off. 'Looking for you or stupid-looking kid," he said. 'Hamnpork sent me!
We'rein trouble now! Y ou just won't believe what weve found!'

'Hewantsme ? said Maurice. 'l thought he didn't like me!*

'Well, he said it's nasty and evil so you'd know what to do, boss,' said Sardines, picking up his hat.
'Look at that, will you?Y our claw went right through it!"

‘But Idid ask you if you could talk, didn't 17 said Maurice.
'Yes, you did, but-'

' dways ask!"



'l know, so-'

'I'm very definite about asking, you know!"

'Y es, yes, you've made your point, | believe you,' said Sardines. 'l only complained about the hat!'
'I'd hate anyone to think | don't ask,’ said Maurice.

"Theres no need to go on and on about it,' said Sardines. "Where's the kid?

'Back there, talking to the girl," said Maurice sulkily.

'What, the mad one?

‘That's her.'

'Y ou'd better get them. Thisis serioudy evil. Thereésadoor at the other end of these cdllars. I'm amazed
you can't amdl it from herel’

I'djust like everyoneto be clear that | asked, that'sal...'
'Boss,' said Sardines;'thisisserious !'

Peaches and Darktan waited for the exploration party. They were with Toxie, another young maerat,
who was good at reading and acted as akind of assistant.

Peaches had a so broughtMr Bunnsy Has An Adventure .
"They've been gonealong time,' said Toxie.

'Darktan checks every step,’ said Peaches.

‘Something's wrong,' said Dangerous Beans. His nose wrinkled.
A rat scurried down the tunndl and pushed frantically past them.
Dangerous Beans sniffed the air. 'Fear,’ he said.

Three more rats scrambled past, knocking him over.

"What's happening? said Peaches, as another rat spun her around in its effort to get past. It squesked at
her and rushed on.

"That was Finest,' she said. 'Why didn't she say anything?
‘More... fear,' said Dangerous Beans. They're... scared. Terrified...'
Toxietried to stop the next rat. It bit him, and ran on, chittering.

'We must go back,' said Peaches urgently. 'What've they found up there? Maybeit'saferret!'



‘Can't be!" said Toxie. 'Hamnpork killed aferret once!’

Three more rats ran past, trailing fear behind them. One of them squealed a Peaches, gibbered madly at
Dangerous Beans and ran on.

‘They... they'veforgotten how to talk..." whispered Dangerous Beans.
‘Something terrible must have frightened them!' said Peaches, snatching up her notes.

"They've never been that frightened!’ said Toxie. 'Remember when that dog found us? We were dl
frightened but wetal ked and we trapped it and Hamnpork saw it off whimpering...'

To her shock, Peaches saw that Dangerous Beans was crying. 'They've forgotten how totalk .’

Half a dozen more rats pushed their way past, screeching. Peachestried to stop one, but it just
sgueaked at her and dodged out of the way.

That was Feedsfour!" she said, turning to Toxie. 'l wastaking to her only an hour ago! She... Toxie?

Toxic'sfur was bristling. His eyes were unfocused. His mouth was open, showing histeeth. He stared at
her, or right through her, and then turned and ran.

She turned and put her paws around Dangerous Beans, asthe fear swept over them.
There wererats. From wall to wall, floor to ceiling, there were rats. The cages were crammed full of
them; they clung to the wirein front, and to the ceilings. The netting strained with the weight. Glistening

bodies boiled and tumbled, paws and noses thrusting through the holes. The air was solid with squesking
and rustling and chittering, and it stank.

What was |eft of Hamnpork's exploration party were clustered in the middle of the room. Most of it had
fled by now. If the smdllsin that room had been sounds, they would have been shouts and screams,
thousands of them. They filled the long room with a strange kind of pressure. Even Maurice could fed it,

as soon as Keith broke down the door. It was like a headache outside your head, trying to get in. It
banged on the ears.

Maurice was staying alittle way behind. Y ou didn't need to be very clever to see that thiswas a bad
gtuation and one which might need some running away from at any time.

He saw, between their legs, Darktan and Hamnpork and afew other Changelings. They werein the
middle of thefloor, looking up at the cages.

He was amazed to see that even Hamnpork was trembling. But he was trembling with rage.
‘Let them out!" he shouted up to Keith. 'Let them dl out! Let them al outnow !
'‘Anothertaking rat? said Mdicia

‘Let them out!" Hamnpork screamed.

'All these foul cages...' said Mdlicia, staring.



'I didsay about the wire netting,’ said Keith. ‘Look, you can see whereit's been repaired. .. theygnawed
through wire to escape!’

'| saidlet them out !" screamed Hamnpork. ‘Let them out or | willkill you! Evil! Evil! Evil!'
‘But they'rejudt rats-' said Mdicia

Hamnpork lespt and landed on the girl's dress. He swarmed up towards her neck. She froze. He hissed,
‘There are ratseating one another inthere! 1 willgnaw you, you evil-'

Keth'shand grasped him firmly around thewaist and pulled him off her neck.
Screeching, hair bristling, Hamnpork sunk histeeth into Keith'sfinger.

Maliciagasped. Even Maurice winced.

Hamnpork drew his head back, blood dripping from his muzzle, and blinked in horror.

Tearswelled up in Keith'seyes. Very carefully, he put Hamnpork down on thefloor. ‘It'sthe smdll, he
sad, quietly. It upsetsthem.’

'l... 1 thought you said they were tame!' said Mdlicia, able to speak at last. She picked up alump of
wood that was leaning againgt the cages.

Keith knocked it out of her hand. 'Never, ever threaten one of ug!'

'Heattacked you!"

'Look around! Thisisnot astory! Thisisrea! Do you understand? They're frightened out of their
mindd’

'How dare you talk to melike that!" Malicia shouted.

Trrkrkrk will!'

'One of us, en? Was that arat swearword? Do you even swear in Rat, rat boy?

Just like cats, Maurice thought. Y ou stand face to face and scream at one another. Hisears swivelled as
he heard another sound, in the distance. Someone was coming down the ladder. Maurice knew from
experience that thiswas no time to talk to humans. They aways said thingslike 'What? and "That's not
right!" or 'Where?

'Get out of hereright now ," he said, as he ran past Darktan. 'Don't get human abouit it, just run!’

And that was quite enough heroism, he decided. It didn't pay to let other people actualy dow you
down.

Therewasarusty old drain set in the wall. He skidded on the dimy floor as he changed direction, and
there yes, was a Maurice-sized hole where abar had rusted clean away. Paws scrabbling for speed, he
darted through the hole just as the rat-catchers entered the room of cages. Then, safe in the darkness, he
turned around and peered out.



Timeto check. Was Maurice safe? All legs present? Tail? Y es. Good.

He could see Darktan tugging at Hamnpork, who seemed to have frozen on the spot, the others scuttling
towards another drain in the opposite wall. They moved unsteadily. That's what happens when you let
yoursdlf go, Maurice thought. They thought they'd got educated, but in atight corner arat isjust arat.

Nowme, I'm different. Brain functioning perfectly at dl times. Always on the lookout. On the case and
sniffing bottom.

The caged rats were making adin. Keith and the story-telling girl were watching the rat-catchersin
amazement. The rat-catchers weren't unamazed, ether.

On thefloor, Darktan gave up trying to get Hamnpork to move. He drew his sword, looked up at the
humans, hesitated, and then ran for the drain.

Yes, let them sort it out. They're dl human, Maurice thought. They've got big brains, they cantalk, it
should be no problem at dl.

Hah! Tdl them agory, Sory-tdling girl!

Rat-catcher 1 stared at Mdiciaand Keith. 'What're you doing here, miss? he said, hisvoice cresking
with suspicion.

'Playing Mummies and Daddies? said Rat-catcher 2 cheerfully.

'Y ou broke into our shed,’ said Rat-catcher 1. That's called "bresking in", that is!'

"Y ou've been stealing, yes, stealing food and blaming it on ratsl' snapped Madlicia. 'And why have you
got dlthese rats caged up in here? And what about the aglets, en? Surprised, en? Didn't think anyone
would notice them, en?

'Aglets? said Rat-catcher 1, his brow wrinkling.

"Thelittle bits on the end of bootlaces, mumbled Keith.

Rat-catcher 1 spun around. Y ou bloody idiot, Bill! I said we had enough real ones! 1told you someone
would notice! Didn't | tell you someone would notice? Someonehas noticed!”

'Y es, don't think you've got away with anything!' said Malicia. Her eyes were gleaming. 'l know you're
only the humorous thugs. One big fat one, onethin one- it's obvious! So who'sthe big boss?

Rat-catcher 1's eyes glazed dightly, asthey often did when Maliciatalked at people. He waved afat
finger a her. "Y ou know what your father's been and gone and done just now? he said.

'Hah! Humorousthug talk!" said Mdiciatriumphantly. ‘Do go on!’

'He's been and gone and sent off for the Rat Piper!" said Rat-catcher 2. 'He costs afortune ! Three
hundred dollarsatown and if you don't pay up he getsredlymean !’

Oh dear, thought Maurice. Someone's been and gone and sent for thereal one... three hundreddollars.



Three hundred dollars? Threehundred dollars? And we only charged thirty!

It'syou, isnt it, said Rat-catcher 1, waving hisfinger at Keith. The stupid-looking kid! Y ou turn up,
and suddenly there's al these new rats around! There's something | don't like about you! Y ou and your
funny-looking cat! If | see that funny-looking cat again it's going to havemittens !'

In the darkness of the drain, Maurice shrank back.

"Hur, hur, hur," said Rat-catcher 2. He'd probably studied to get athug laugh like that, Maurice thought.
'‘And we don't have aboss,' said Rat-catcher 1.

'Y eah, we're our own bosses,' said Rat-catcher 2.

And then the story went wrong.

'And you, miss,' said Rat-catcher 1, turning to Mdlicia, ‘aretoo lippy by half.' He swung hisfig, lifting
her off her feet and damming her againgt the rat cages. The rats went mad and the cages boiled with
frantic activity as she dumped to the ground.

The rat-catcher turned to Keith. "Y ou going to try anything, kid? he said. "Y ou going to try anything?
Shewasagirl sol wasnice and kind butyou I'll put in one of the cages-'

'Y eah, and they ain't been fed today!" said a delighted Rat-catcher 2.
Go on, kid! Maurice thought. Dosomething ! But Keith just stood there, staring at the man.

Rat-catcher 1 looked him up and down, scornfully. 'What's that you've got there, boy? A pipe? Giveit
here!" The pipe was grabbed from Keith's belt and he was pushed onto the floor. ‘A penny whistle?
Think you'retherat piper, do you? Rat-catcher 1 snapped the pipein two and tossed the bitsinside the
cages. "Y'know, they say that over in Porkscratchenz the Rat Piper led all the kids out of the town. Now
there wasaman with theright ideal’

Keith looked up. His eyes narrowed. He got to hisfeet.

Here it comes, thought Maurice. He's going to leap forward with superhuman strength because he's so
angry and they're going to wish he'd never been born...

Keith legpt forward with ordinary human strength, landed one punch on Rat-catcher 1 and was smacked
to thefloor again by abig, brutal, dedgehammer blow.

All right, dl right, he got knocked down, thought Maurice as Keith struggled for breath, but he's going to
get up again.

There was a shrill scream, and Maurice thought: ahal

But the scream hadn't come from the wheezing Keith. A grey figure had launched itsdf from the top of
the rat cagesright at the rat-catcher'sface. It landed teeth first, and blood spurted on the rat-catcher's

nose.

Ahal thought Maurice again, it's Hamnpork to the rescuel What?Mrillp! I'm thinking likethegirl! | keep



thinking it'sagory!

The rat-catcher grabbed at therat and held him out at arm's length by histail. Hamnpork twisted and
turned, squealing with rage. His captor dabbed at his nose with his spare hand, and stared at Hamnpork
ashedruggled.

'He'sabit of afighter,’ said Rat-catcher 2. 'How'd he get out?

‘Not one of ours,' said Rat-catcher 1. 'He'sared.'

'Red? What's red about him?

‘A red rat'sakind of grey rat, as you would very well know if you'd were an hexperienced Guild
member like me," said the rat-catcher. They ain't locd. Y ou get ‘'em down on the plains. Funny to find
one up here. Very funny. Greasy old devil, too. But game as anything.'

"Your noseisadl runny.’

'Y eah. | know. I've had morerat bites than you've had hot dinners. Don't feel ‘em any more,’ said
Rat-catcher 1, in avoice that suggested that the spinning, screeching Hamnpork was alot more
interesting than his colleague.

'l only have cold sausage for dinner.’

‘Thereyou are then. What alittle fighter you are, tobe sure. Redl little devil, aren't you. Plucky as
anything.

'Kind of you to say s0.'

'l wastaking to therat, mister." He prodded Keith with his boot. ‘Go and tie up these two somewhere,
OK?WEell put them in one of the other cellars for now. One with aproper door. And a proper lock.
And no handly little trapdoors. And you give methe key.'

'She's the mayor's daughter,’ said Rat-catcher 2. 'Mayors can get really upset about daughters.’

"Then hell do what he'stold, right?

'Y ou gonnagivethat rat a good squeezing?

'What, afighter like thisone? Areyou joking? It's thinking like that that'll keep you arat-catcher's
assstant your whole life. I've got amuch better idea. How many'sin the specid cage?

Maurice watched Rat-catcher 2 go and examine one of the other cages on the far wall.
'Only two rats |eft. They've eaten the other four,' he reported. 'Just skin left. Very neat.’
'Ah, so they'll befull o' vim and vinegar. Well, well see whatthey do to him, shal we?
Maurice heard alittle wire door open and shuit.

Hamnpork was seeing red. It filled hisvision. Hed been angry for months, down inside, angry at



humans, angry at the poisons and the traps, angry at the way younger rats weren't showing respect, angry
that the world was changing so fast, angry that he was growing old... And now the smdlls of terror and
hunger and violence met the anger coming the other way and they mingled and flowed through Hamnpork
inagreat red river of rage. He was a cornered rat. But he was a cornered rat who couldthink. Hed
always been a vicious fighter, long before there was all this thinking, and he was still very strong.
A couple of dumb, swanking young keekeeswith no tactics and no experience of down-and-dirty
cellar fighting and no fancy footwork and no thoughtswere simply not a contest. A tumble, a twist
and two biteswere all it took...

The caged rats across the room legpt back from the netting. Even they could fed thefury.

'‘Nowthere's aclever boy," said Rat-catcher 1 admiringly, when it was dl over. 'I've got ause foryou,
my lad.

'Not the pit? said Rat-catcher 2.
'Yes, the pit.’
Tonight?

'Y eah, 'cos Fancy Arthur is putting in his Jacko on abet to kill ahundred ratsin lessthan aquarter of an
hour.’

'l bet he can, too. Jacko'sagood terrier. He did ninety afew months ago and Fancy Arthur been
training him up. Should be agood show.’

'Y ou'd bet on Jacko doing it, would you? said Ratcatcher 1.
'Sure. Everyone will be!'

‘Even with our little friend here among the rats? said Rat-catcher 1. 'Full of lovely spite and bite and
bailin' bile?

'Well, er...'
'Y eah, right.’ Rat-catcher 1 grinned.
'l don't like leaving those kids here, though.’

It's"themkids', not "thosekids'. Get it right. How many times have | told you? Rule 27 of the Guild:
sound stupid. People get suspicious of rat-catchers that talk too good.’

‘Sorry.'

"Tak thick,be clever. That'sthe way to do it,’ said Ratcatcher 1.
'Sorry, | forgot.'

'Y ou tend to do it the other way around.’

'Sorry. Them kids. It's crudl, tying people up. And they're only kids, after al.’



'So?

'Soit'd be alot easier to take 'em down the tunnd to the river and hit 'em on the head and throw 'emin.
They'll be miles down river before anyone fishes 'em out, and they prob'ly won't even be recognizable by
thetime thefish have finished with 'em.’

Maurice heard a pause in the conversation. Then Ratcatcher 1 said, 'l didn't know that you were such a
kind-hearted soul, Bill.'

‘Right, and, sorry,an’ I've got an ideaabout gettin' rid of this piper, too-'

The next voice came from everywhere. It sounded like arushing wind and, in the heart of the wind, the
groan of something in agony. Itfilled thearr.

NO! We can use the piper!

'No, we can use the piper,' said Rat-catcher 1.

‘That'sright,’ said Rat-catcher 2. 'l was just thinking the samething. Er... how can we use the piper?

Once again, Maurice heard asound in his head like wind blowing through a cave.

Isn'tit OBVIOUS?

Isn't it obvious? said Rat-catcher 1.

'Y eah, obvious,' muttered Rat-catcher 2. 'Obvioudy it'sobvious. Er...'

Maurice watched the rat-catchers open severd of the cages, grab rats and drop them into asack. He
saw Hamnpork tipped into one, too. And then the ratcatchers had gone, dragging the other humans with
them, and Maurice wondered: where, in thismaze of cdlars, isaMaurice-szed hole?

Cats can't seein the dark. What theycan doissee by very littlelight. A tiny scrap of moonlight was
filtering into the space behind him. It was coming through atiny holein the ceiling, bardy big enough for a
mouse and certainly not big enough for aMaurice even if he could reachiit.

It illuminated another cellar. By thelooks of it, the ratcatchers used this one too; there were afew
barrels stacked in one corner, and piles of broken rat cages. Maurice prowled around it, looking for
another way out. There were doors, but they had handles, and even his mighty brain couldn't figure out
the mystery of doorknobs. There was another drain grating in awall, though. He squeezed through it.
Ancthercdlar. And more boxes and sacks. At least it was dry, though.

A voice behind him said,What kind of thing are you?

He spun around. All he could make out were boxes sacks. The air till stank of rats, and therewasa
continuous rustling, and the occasiona faint squesk, but the place was alittle piece of heaven compared

to the hdl of the cage room.

Thevoicehad come from behind him, hadn't it? He must haveheard it, mustn't he? Because it seemed to



him that he just had something like the memory of hearing avoice, something that had arrived in his head
without bothering to go through hisragged ears. It had been the same with the rat-catchers. They'd

talked asif they'd heard a voice and thought it was their own thoughts. The voice hadn'treally been there,
had it?

| can't see you,said the memory,l don't know what you are .
It was not agood voice for amemory to have. It was dl hisses, and it did into the mind like aknife.

Comecloser.

Maurice's paws twitched. The musclesin hislegs started to push him forward. He extended his claws,
and got control of himsalf. Someone was hiding amongst the boxes, he thought. And it would probably
not be agood ideato say anything. People could get funny about talking cats. Y ou couldn't rely on
everyone being as mad asthe story-telling girl.

Come CLOSER.

The voice seemed to pull a him. He'd have to saysomething .

'I'm happy where | am, thank you,' said Maurice.

Then will you share our PAIN?

Thelast word hurt. But it did not, and this was surprising, hurt alot. The voice had sounded sharp and

and dramatic, asif the owner was keen to see Mauricerolling in agony. Instead, it gave him avery brief
headache.

When the voice arrived again, it sounded very suspicious.
What kind of creature are you? Y our mind is WRONG.
'| prefer amazing, said Maurice. '‘Anyway, who are you, asking me questionsin the dark?

All he could smell wasrat. He heard afaint sound off to hisleft, and just made out the shape of avery
largerat, creeping towards him.

Another sound made him turn. Another rat was coming from the other direction. He could only just
make it out in the gloom.

A rustle ahead of him suggested that there was arat right in front, dipping quietly through the dark.

Herecomemy eyes... WHAT? CAT! CAT! KILL!

CHAPTER 8

Mr Bunnsy realized that he was afat rabbit in the Dark Wood and wished he wasn't arabbit or, at least,
not afat one. But Ratty Rupert was on the way. Little did he know what was waiting forhim .



- FromMr Bunnsy Has An Adventure

The three rats legpt they were dready too late. There was just a Maurice-shaped holeintheair.
Maurice was across the room and scrambling up some boxes.

There was squesking below him. He jumped onto another box and saw a place in the wall where some
of therotten bricks had fallen out. He aimed for it, scrabbled on thin air as more bricks moved under him,
and pushed himsdf into the unknown.

It was another cellar. And it wasfull of water. In fact, what it was full of was notexactly water. It was
what water eventualy becomeswhen rat cages drain into it, and gutters up above draininto it, and it has
had a chanceto sit and bubble gently to itself for ayear or so. To call it 'mud' would be an insult to
perfectly respectable svampsal over the world.

Mauricelanded init. It went 'gloop'.

He cat-paddied furioudy through the thick stuff, trying not to breathe, and dragged himself out on apile
of rubble on the other side of the room. A falen rafter, dimy with mould, led up to more tangled,
fire-blackened wood in the calling.

He could 4till hear the dreadful voicein hishead, but it was muffled. It wastrying to give him orders.
Tryingto giveacat orders? It was easier to nail jelly toawall. What did it think he was, adog?

Sinking mud oozed off him. Even hisearswere full of mud. Hewent to lick himsdf clean, and then
stopped. It was a perfectly normal cat reaction, licking yoursdlf clean. But lickingthis off would probably
kill him-

Therewas amovement in the dark. He could just make out some big rat shapes pouring through the
hole. There were a couple of splashes. Some of the shapes were creegping dong the wdlls.

Ah,said thevoice. You see them? Watch them come for you, CAT!

Maurice stopped himself from running. Thiswas no timeto listen to hisinner cat. Hisinner cat had got
him out of the room, but hisinner cat was stupid. It wanted him to attack things smal enough and run
away from everything else. But no cat could tackle abunch of ratsthis size. He froze, and tried to keep
an eye on the advancing rats. They were heading directly for him.

Holdon... holdon...

The voice had said: You can see them...

How did itknow?

Mauricetried to think loudly: Can... You... Read... My... Mind?

Nothing happened.

Maurice had aburst of inspiration. He shut hiseyes.



Open them! came the immediate command, and his eydids trembled.

Shan't, thought Maurice. Youcan't hear my thoughts! he thought. Y ou only use my eyesand ears!
Y ou're justguessing whet I'm thinking.

There was no reply. Maurice didn't wait. He legpt. The doping beam was where he remembered it. He
clawed hisway up, and hung on. At least dl they could do wasfollow him up. With any luck, he could
usehisclaws...

Theratsgot closer. Now they were sniffing for him down below, and he imagined quivering nosesin the
darkness.

One gtarted to climb the beam, gtill sniffing. It must have been within inches of Mauricestall when it
turned around and went back down again.

He heard them reach the top of the rubble. There was more bewildered sniffing and then, in the dark, the
sound of the rats paddling through the mud.

Maurice wrinkled his mud-caked forehead in amazement. Rats who couldn't smell acat? And then he
redized. He didn't smell of cat - he stank of mud, hefelt like mud, in aroom full of stinking mud.

He s, Hill as stone, until through muddy-caked ears he heard claws heading back to the holein the
wall. Then, without opening his eyes, he crept carefully back down to the rubble and found that it had

piled up against arotten wooden door. What must have been a piece of plank, soggy as a sponge, fell
out as hetouched it.

A fedling of openness suggested that there was another cellar beyond. It stank of rot and burned wood.
Would the... voice know where he wasif he opened his eyes now? Didn't one cellar ook like another?
Perhapsthis room wasfull of rats, too.

His eyes sprang open. There were no rats, but therewas another rusted drain cover which openedinto a
tunnd just big enough for him to walk through. He could see afaint light.

So thisistherat world, he thought, as he tried to scrape the mud off himsalf. Dark and muddy and stinky
and full of weird voices. I'm acat. Sunlight and fresh air, that's my style. All | need now isaholeinto the
outside world and they won't see mefor dust, or at least for bits of dried mud.

A voicein his head, which wasn't the mysterious voice but avoice just like hisown, said: But what about
the stupid-looking kid and the rest of them?Y ou ought to help them! And Maurice thought: Where did
you come from?I'll tell you what,you help them and I'll go somewhere warm, how about that?

Thelight at the end of thetunnel grew brighter. It fill wasn't anything like daylight, or even moonlight, but
anything was better than this gloom.

At leadt, nearly anything.

He pushed his head out of the pipe into amuch larger one, made of bricks that were dimy with strange
underground nastiness, and into the circle of candldight.



'It's... Maurice? said Peaches, staring at the mud dripping off his matted fur.

'Smélls better than he usuadly does, then," said Darktan, grinning in what Maurice considered was an
unfriendly way.

'Oh ha, ha,' said Maurice, weakly. He wasn't in the mood for repartee.

'Ah, | knew you wouldn't let us down, old friend,’ said Dangerous Beans. 'l have dways said that we
can depend on Maurrice, at least. He sighed deeply.

'Y es,' said Darktan, giving Maurice amuch more knowing look. 'Depend on him to do what, though?
'Oh,' said Maurice. 'Er. Good. I've found you dl, then.’

'Y es,' said Darktan, in what Maurice thought was anasty tone of voice. '‘Amazing, isn't it. | expect
you've been looking for along time, too. | saw you rush off to look for us'’

'‘Can you help us? said Dangerous Beans. 'We need aplan.’

'Ah, right,’ said Maurice. 'l suggest we go upwards at every opportun-'
"To rescue Hamnpork,'said Darktan. 'We don't leave our people behind.'
"‘Wedon't? said Maurice.

'Wedon't ,' said Darktan.

'And then theré'sthe kid," said Peaches. 'Sardines says he's tied up with the femaekid in one of the
cdlars!

'Oh, well, you know,humans ,' said Maurice, wrinkling his face. 'Humans and humans, you know, it'sa
human kind of thing, | don't think we should meddle, could be misunderstood, | know about humans,
they'll sort it out'

'l don't care aferret'sshrit for humans!' snapped Darktan. 'But those rat-catchers took Hamnpork off in
asack! You saw that room, cat! Y ou saw therats crammed in cages! It'stherat-catchers who are
stedling the food! Sardines says there's sacks and sacks of food! And thereé's something else. ..

‘A voice,' said Maurice, before he could stop himsdlf.

Darktan looked up, wild-eyed."You heard it? he said. 'l thought it wasjust us!’

"The rat-catchers can hear it too,' said Maurice. 'Only they think it'stheir own thoughts.

'It frightened the others, mumbled Dangerous Beans. They judt... stopped thinking...' Helooked
absolutely dejected. Open beside him, grubby with dirt and paw marks, wasMr Bunnsy Has An
Adventure . 'Even Toxie ran off," he went on. "And he knows how to write! How can that happen?

"It seemed to affect some of us more than others,' said Darktan, in a more matter-of-fact voice. 'l've sent

some of the more sensible ones out to try and round up therest, but it's going to be along job. They
werejust running blindly. We've got to get Hamnpork. He'sthe leader. We'rerats, after al. A clan. Rats



will follow theleader.’
‘But he'sabit old, and you're the tough one, and he's not exactly the brains of the outfit ' Maurice began.
"They took him away!' said Darktan.' They're ratcatchersl He's one of us! Areyou going to help or not?

Maurice thought he heard a scrabbling noise at the other end of his pipe. He couldn't turn around to
check, and he suddenly felt very exposed. 'Y eah, help you, yeah, yeah, he said hurriedly.

'‘Ahem. Do you redlly mean that, Maurice? said Peaches.

'Y eah, yeah, right,' said Maurice. He crawled out of the pipe and looked back along it. There was no
sgn of any rats.

‘Sardinesisfollowing the rat-catchers,' said Darktan,'so well find out where they'retaking him'*
'I've got abad fedling that | already know,' said Maurice.
'How? snapped Peaches.

I'macat, right? said Maurice. 'Cats hang around places. We seethings. A lot of places don't mind cats
wandering, right, because we keep down the vermi-we keep the, er-'

‘All right, all right, we know you don't eat anyone who can talk, you keeptelling us,’ said Peaches. 'Get
onwithit!"

'l wasin aplace once, it wasabarn, | was up in the hayloft, where you can dwaysfind a, er-'

Peachesrolled her eyes. "Yes, yes,go on!’

'Well, anyway, al these men camein and | couldn't get away because they had lots of dogs and they
shut the barn doors and, er, they put up thiskind of, kind of big round wooden wall in the middle of the
floor, and there were some men with boxes of rats and they tipped ratsinto the ring and then, and then
they put some dogsin, too. Terriers," he added, trying to avoid their expressons.

"The rats fought the dogs? said Darktan.

'Wdll, | suppose theycould have done," said Maurice. 'They mostly ran around and around. It'scalled
rat-coursing. The rat-catchers bring the rats along, of course. Alive.

'Rat-coursing...' said Darktan. 'How isit we've never heard of this?

Maurice blinked a him. For clever creatures, the rats could be amazingly stupid at times. 'Why would
you hear about it? he said.

'Surely one of the ratswho-?

'Y ou don't seem to understand,’ said Maurice. 'The rats that go into the pit don't come out. At least, not
breathing.

Therewas slence.



'Can't they jump out? asked Peachesin alittle voice.
"Too high,' said Maurice.

'Why don't they fight the dogs? said Darktan.
Redly, redly stupid, Maurice thought.

‘Becausethey'rerats, Darktan, said Maurice. 'Lots of rats. All stinking of one another's fear and panic.
Y ouknow how it happens.’

'l bit adog on the nose once!" said Darktan.

‘Right, right," said Maurice soothingly. ‘Onerat can think and be brave, right. But abunch of ratsisa
mob. A bunch of ratsisjust abig animal with lots of legsand no brain.'

That's not true!" said Peaches. 'Together we are strong!”

'Exactly how high? said Darktan, who was staring at the candldlight asif seeing picturesinit.
'What? asked Peaches and Maurice together.

"Thewadl... how high, exactly?

'Huh?1 don't know! High! Humans were leaning their ebows oniit! Does it matter? It'sfar too high for a
rat to jJump, | know that.'

'Everything we've done we've done because we've stuck together-' Peaches began.

"WEell rescue Hamnpork together, then," said Darktan. "Well-" He spun around at the sound of arat
coming aong the pipe, and then wrinkled hisnose. 'It's Sardines,’ he said. 'And... lef'ssee, smelsfemale,
young, nervous... Nourishing?

The youngest member of the Trap Disposal Squad wastrailing after Sardines. She was wet and
dejected.

'Y ou look like adrowned rat, miss,' said Darktan.

'Fel inabroken drain, Sir," said Nourishing.

'‘Good to see you, anyway. What's happening, Sardines?

The dancing rat did afew nervous steps. 'I've been climbing up more drainpipes and a ong more washing
linesthan isgood for me," he said. 'And don't ask me aboutkrrkk cats, boss, 1'd like to see every last one
of 'em dead-savin' yer honour's presence, o'course,’ Sardines added, eyeing Maurice nervoudly.

'And? said Peaches,

They've gone to some kind of stables right on the edge of the town," said Sardines. 'Smedllsbad . Lots of
dogs around. Men, too.'



'Rat pit, said Maurice. 'l told you. They've been breeding rats for therat pit!’

‘Right," said Darktan. "We're going to get Hamnpork out of there. Sardines, you will show me the way.
Well try to pick up others aswe go. The rest of you should try to find the kid.'

'Why areyou giving orders? said Peaches.

'Because someone hasto,’ said Darktan. "Hamnpork might be abit scabby and set in hisways but he's
the leader and everyone smellsthat and we need him. Any questions? Right-'

‘Can | come, Sir? said Nourishing.

'She's helping me carry my string, boss,” Sardines explained. Both he and the younger rat were carrying
bundles of it.

Y ou need all of that? said Darktan.

'Y ou should never say no to apiece of string, boss,' said Sardines earnestly. 'It's amazing, some of the
suff I've been finding-'

"All right, so long as she'suseful forsomething ,' said Darktan. 'She'd better be able to keep up. Let's
gol’

And then there was just Dangerous Beans, Peaches, and Maurice.

Dangerous Beans sighed. 'One rat can be brave, but abunch of ratsisjust amob? he said. 'Areyou
right, Maurice?

'No, | was... look, there wassomething back there,' said Maurice. ‘It'sinacelar. | don't know what it
is. It'sthe voice that gets into people's heads!’

‘Not everyone,' said Peaches. ‘It didn't frighten you, did it? Or us. Or Darktan. It made Hamnpork very
angry. Why?

Maurice blinked. He could hear the voice in his head again. It wasvery faint, and it certainly wasn't his
own thoughts, and it saidl will find a way in, CAT!

'Did you hear that? he said.
'I didn't hear anything,' said Peaches.

Perhaps you have to be close, Maurice thought. Perhaps, if you've been close, it knows where your
head lives.

He'd never seen arat so miserable as Dangerous Beans. Thelittle rat was huddled by the candle, staring
unseeing aMr Bunnsy Has An Adventure .

'l hoped it would be better than this," said Dangerous Beans. 'Buit it turns out we're just... rats. As soon
astheréstrouble, werejust... rats!'



It was very unusua for Mauriceto fed sympathetic to anyone who wasn't Maurice. Inacat, thatisa
magjor character flaw. | must beill, he thought. 'If it'sany help, I'mjust acat, he said.

'Oh, but you are not. Y ou are kind and, deep down, | sense that you have a generous nature,’ said
Dangerous Beans.

Maurice tried not to look at Peaches. Oh boy, he thought.
'At least you ask people before you eat them,' said Peaches.
Y ou'd better tell them, said Maurice's thoughts. Go on, tell them. You'd fed better.

Mauricetried to tell histhoughtsto shut up. What atimeto get a conscience! What good was a cat with
aconscience? A cat with aconsciencewas a... ahamster, or something. ..

'Um, I've been meaning to talk to you about that," he muttered.

Go on, tdl them, said his shiny new conscience. Get it out in the open.

'Y es? said Peaches.

Maurice squirmed. 'Well, you know | do aways check my food these days.. .
'Yes, and it does you greet credit, said Dangerous Beans.

Now Maurice felt even worse. 'Well, you know how weve dways wondered how come | got Changed
even though | never ate any of that magical stuff on the dump...’

'Yes,' said Peaches. 'That has always puzzled me.’

Maurice shifted uneasily. 'Well, you know... er... did you ever know arat, quite big, one ear missing,
bit of white fur on one side, couldn't run too fast 'cos of abad leg?

That sounds like Additives,' said Peaches.

'Oh, yes,' said Dangerous Beans. 'He disappeared before we met you, Maurice. A good rat. Had a bit
of agpeech... difficulty.’

'Speech difficulty, said Maurice, gloomily.
'He slammered,’ said Peaches, giving Maurice along, cool stare. ‘Couldn't get hiswords out very easly.’
'Not very easly,’ said Maurice, hisvoice now quite hollow.

'But I'm sure you never met him, Maurice,' said Dangerous Beans. '| miss him. He was awonderful rat
onceyou got himtaking.'

'Ahem.Did you meet him, Maurice? said Peaches, her stare nailing him to thewall.

Maurice's face moved. It tried various expressons one after another. Then he said,'All right! | ate him,
OK? All of him! Except for the tail and the green wobbly bit and that nasty purple lump, no-one



knowswhat it is! | wasjust a cat! | hadn't learned to think yet! | didn't know! | was hungry! Cats
eat rats, that's how it goes! It wasn't my fault! And he'd been eating the magic stuff and | ate him
so then | got Changed too! Know how that feels, seeing the green wobbly bit like that? It doesn't
feel good! Sometimes on dark nights | think | can hear him talking down there! All right?
Satisfied? | didn't know he was anyone! | didn't know Iwas anyone! | ate him! He'd been eating the
stuff on the dump and | ate him so that's how | got Changed! | admit it! | ate him! It wasn't my
faauulltt I"

And then there was silence. After awhile Peaches said, 'Y es, but that was along time ago, wasn't it?
'What?Y ou mean have | eaten anyone lately? No!'

'Areyou sorry for what you did? said Dangerous Beans.

'Sorry? What doyou think? Sometimes | have nightmares where | burp and he-'

"Then that's probably dl right,’ said thelittlerat.

‘All right? said Maurice. 'How can it be dl right? And you know the worst part? I'm acat! Catsdon't go
round feding sorry! Or guilty! We neverregret anything! Do you know what it fedslike, saying "Hello
food, can you talk?' That's not how acat is supposed to behave!'

'We don't act how rats are supposed to behave," said Dangerous Beans. And then hisfacefell again.
'Up until now," hesghed.

'Everyone was frightened,’ said Peaches. 'Fear spreads.’

'l hoped we could be more than rats," said Dangerous Beans. 'l thought we could be more than things
that squeak and widdle, whatever Hamnpork says. And now... whereis everyone?

'Shdll | read to you fromMr Bunnsy ? said Peaches, her voice full of concern. 'Y ou know that aways
cheersyou up when you'rein one of your... dark times!'

Therewas anod from Dangerous Beans.

Peaches pulled the huge book towards her and began to read. ‘One day Mr Bunnsy and hisfriend Ratty
Rupert the Rat went to see Old Man Donkey, who lived by the river-'

'Read the bit where they talk to the humans,’ said Dangerous Beans.

Peaches obediently turned apage. "Hello, Ratty Rupert,” said Farmer Fred. "What alovely day it is, to
be sure-"

Thisis mad, thought Maurice, as he listened to a story about wild woods and fresh bubbling streams,
being read to onerat by another rat while they sat beside adrain ong which ran something that certainly
wasn't fresh. Anything but fresh. To befair, though, it was bubbling ahbit, or at least glooping.

Everything's going down the drain and they have thislittle picturein their heads about how nicethings
could be...

Look at those little pink sad eyes, said Maurice's own thoughtsin Maurice's own head. Look at those



little wobbly wrinkly noses. If you ran out on them and left them here, how could you look thoselittle
wobbly nosesin theface again?

'l wouldn'thave to,' said Maurice, out loud. That's the point!'

'What? said Peaches, looking up from the book.

'Oh, nothing..." Maurice paused. There was nothing for it. It went againgt everything a cat stood for.
Thisiswhat thinking doesfor you, he thought. It getsyou into trouble. Even when you know other
people can think for themsalves, you start thinking for them too. He groaned.

"We'd better see what's happened to the kid,' he said.

It was completely black in the cellar. All there was, apart from the occasiond drip of water, were
VOICes.

'So," said the voice of Malicia, ‘let'sgo over it again, shal we? Y ou don't have aknife of any kind?

That'sright,' said Keith.

'Or some handy matches that could burn through the rope?

INO.I

'And no sharp edge near you that you could rub the rope on?

'‘No.'

'And you can't sort of pull your legs through your arms so that you can get your handsin front of you?

INO.I

'‘And you don't have any secret powers?

'‘No.'

'Are you sure? The moment | saw you, | thought: he's got some amazing power that will probably
manifest itsalf when he'sin diretrouble. | thought: no-one could redlly be as usdess asthat unlessit wasa
disquise!

'No. I'm sure. Look, I'm just anormal person. Yes, dl right, | was abandoned as a baby. | don't know
why. It was something that happened. They say it happens quite alot. It doesn't make you specia. And |
don't have any secret markings asif | was somekind of sheep, and | don't think I'm ahero in disguise
and | don't have some kind of amazing talent that I'm aware of. OK, I'm good at playing quite afew
musica instruments. | practisealot. But I'm the kind of person heroesaren't. | get by and | get along. |
do my best. Understand?

‘Oh.’

'Y ou should have found someone e e



'Infact, you can't beany help at al?
'‘No.'

There was slence for awhile and then Maliciasaid, 'Y ou know, in many ways| don't think this
adventure has been properly organized.’

'Oh, redly? said Keith.

Thisisnot how people should betied up.'

‘Malicia, do you understand? Thisisn't astory,’ said Keith, as patiently as he could. That'swhat I'm
trying totell you. Redl lifeisn't agtory. Thereisn't somekind of ... of magic that keepsyou safe and
makes crooks look the other way and not hit you too hard and tie you up next to a handy knife and not
kill you. Do you understand?

There was some more dark silence.

'My granny and my grest-aunt were very famous story-tellers, you know,' said Mdiciaeventudly, ina
grained little voice. 'Agonizaand EvisceraGrim.'

'You said,’ said Keith.

'My mother would have been agood story-teller, too, but my father doesn't like stories. That'swhy I've
changed my nameto Grim for professional purposes.’

‘Redly...'
'l used to get beaten when | was small for telling stories,” Mdiciawent on.
'Beaten? said Keith.

'All right, then, smacked,’ said Madlicia. 'On theleg. But itdid hurt. My father saysyou can't run acity on
stories. He says you have to be practical .

Ioh.l
'Aren't you interested inanything except music? He broke your pipe!”
'l expect I'll buy another one.’

Thecdmvoiceinfuriated Mdicia. "Well, I'litel you something,’ she said. 'If you don't turn your lifeinto a
story, you just become a part of someonedse's story.’

'‘And what if your story doesn't work?
"Y ou keep changing it until you find one that does."
'Soundssilly.

'Huh, look at you. Y ou'rejust aface in someone else's background. You let a cat make dl the decisons!’



‘That's because Maurice is-'

A voice said, 'Would you like usto go away until you've stopped being human?

'‘Maurice? said Keith. 'Where are you?

I'minadrain and believe me, this has not been agood night. Do you know how many old cellarsthere
are here? said the voice of Maurice, in the blackness. 'Peachesis bringing acandlein. It'stoo dark even
for meto seeyou.’

"Who's Peaches? whispered Mdlicia.

'She's another Changeling. A thinking rat,’ said Keith.

'Like Pilchards?

‘Like Sardines, yes.'

'‘Aha," hissed Mdlicia 'See? A story. | am smug, | gloat. The plucky rats rescue our heroes, probably by
gnawing through the ropes!’

'Oh, were back inyour story, arewe? said Keith. ‘And what am | in your story?

'Iknow it's not going to be romantic interest,’ said Malicia. "And you're not funny enough for comic relief.
| don't know. Probably just... someone. Y ou know, like"man in street”, something like that.' There were
faint soundsin the darkness. 'What are they doing now? she whispered.

Trying to light their candle, | think.

‘Rats play with fire? Malicia hissed.

"They don't play. Dangerous Beans thinks lights and shadows are very important. They ways havea
candle dight somewherein ther tunnds, wherever they-'

'‘Dangerous Beans? What sort of nameisthat?

'Shsshl They just learned words off old food tins and signs and things! They didn't know what the words
meant, they just chose them because they liked the sounds!'

'Yes, but... Dangerous Beans? It sounds asif he makes you'

'Itshis name. Don't make fun of it!'

'Sorry, I'm sure,” said Mdicia, haughtily.

The match flared. The candle flame grew.

Malicialooked down at two rats. Onewas... well, just asmal rat, although deeker than most of the

ones sheld seen. In fact most of the ones she'd seen had been dead, but even the living ones had dways
been... twitchy, nervy, sniffing theair al thetime. Thisonejudt... watched. It stared right &t her.



The other rat waswhite, and even smdler. It was dso watching her, although peering was a better word.
It had pink eyes. Mdiciahad never been very interested in other peoplesfedlings, since shed dways
considered that her own were alot more interesting, but there was something sad and worrying about
that rat.

It was dragging asmall book, or at least what would be asmall book to a human; it was about half the
gzeof arat. The cover was quite colourful, but Maicia couldn't make out what it was.

'Peaches and Dangerous Beans,' said Keith. ThisisMdicia Her father isthe mayor here'
'Hello,’ said Dangerous Beans.

'‘Mayor? Isn't that likegovernment !" said Peaches. 'Maurice says governments are very dangerous
crimindsand steal money from people!

'How did you teach them to spesk? said Mdicia.
"They taught themsalves' said Keith. "They're not trained animals, you know.'
'Wdll, my father doesnot stedl fromanyone . Who taught them that governments are very-?

"Scuse me, 'scuse me,' said Maurice's voice hurriedly, from the drain gate. "That'sright, I'm down here.
Can we get on with things?

'Wed like you to gnaw at our ropes, please,’ said Keith.

I've got a bit of broken knife blade," said Peaches. 'It's for sharpening the pencil. Would that be better?

'Knife? said Mdicia 'Pencil ?

'l did say they weren't ordinary rats,' said Keith.

Nourishing had to run to keep up with Darktan. And Darktan was running because he had to run to
keep up with Sardines. When it came to moving fast across atown, Sardines was champion of the
world.

They picked up more rats on the way. Nourishing couldn't help noticing that these were mostly the
younger ones, who'd fled because of the terror but hadn't gone far. They fell in behind Darktan readily,
amogt grateful to be doing something with a purpose.

Sardines danced on ahead. He just couldn't help it. And he liked drainpipes, roofs and gutters. Y ou got
no dogs up there, he said, and not many cats.

No cat could have followed Sardines. The people of Bad Blintz had strung washing lines between the
ancient houses and he legpt onto them, clinging upside down and moving asfast as hewould on aflat
surface. He went gtraight up walls, plunged through thatch, tap-danced around smoking chimneys, did
down tiles. Pigeons erupted from their roosts as he sped past, the other ratstrailing behind him.

Clouds rolled across the moon.



Sardines reached the edge of aroof and legpt, landing on awall just below. He ran aong the top and
disappeared in the crack between two planks.

Nourishing followed himinto akind of loft. Hay was piled in parts of it, but alarger part was smply

open to the ground floor below, and supported by severd heavy beamsthat ran right across the building.
Bright light shone up from below, and there was the buzz of human voices and - she shuddered - the
barking of dogs.

Thisisabig stables, boss,’ said Sardines. 'The pit's under the beam over there. Comeon...'

They crept out on the ancient woodwork and peered over the edge.

Far below was awooden circle, like half agiant barrel. Nourishing redlized that they wereright over the
pit; if shefdl now, shedd land in the middle of it. Men were crowded around it. Dogs weretied up around
thewalls, barking at one another and at the universe in genera in the mad, I'm-going-to-do-this-for-ever
way of all dogs. And off to one side was a stack of boxes and sacks.

The sacks were moving.

‘Crtlk! How thekrrp will wefind Hamnpork in thislot? Darktan said, hiseyes gleaming in the light from
below.

'Well, with old Hamnpork, boss, | reckon well know when he turns up,’ said Sardines.

'Could you drop into the pit on astring?

'I'm gamefor anything, guv,' said Sardines, loyally.

'Into apit with adog init, Sr? said Nourishing. ‘And won't the string cut you in half?

'Ah, I've got something that helps there, boss," said Sardines. He took off histhick coil of string and put
it asde. There was another coil under it, glistening and light brown. He pulled at apiece of it, and it
snapped back with afaint ‘twang'. '‘Bands of rubber,” he said. 'l pinched them off adesk when | was
looking for more string. I've used 'em before, boss. Very handy for along drop, boss!'

Darktan took a step back on the boards. There was an old candle lantern there, lying on its Side, the
glass smashed, the candle eaten long ago. 'Good," he said. 'Because I've got an idea. If you can drop
down-'

Therewas aroar from below. The ratslooked over the beam again.

Thecircle of heads had thickened around the lip of the pit. A man wastaking in aloud voice.
Occasionaly there was a cheer. The black top hats of the rat-catchers moved through the crowd. Seen
from above, they were sinister black blobs among the grey and brown caps.

One of therat-catchers emptied a sack into the pit, and the watchers saw the dark shapes of rats
scurrying in apanic, asthey tried to find, in that circle, acorner to hidein.

The crowd opened dightly and aman walked to the edge of the pit, holding aterrier. There was some
more shouting, aripple of laughter, and the dog was dropped in with the rats.



The Changdlings stared down at the circle of deeth, and the cheering humans.

After aminute or two Nourishing tore her gaze away. When she looked around she caught the
expression on Darktan's face. Maybe it wasn't just the lamplight that made his eyesfull of fire. She saw
him look along the stable to the big doors at the far end. They had been barred shut. Then his head
turned to the hay and straw piled up in the loft, and in the cribs and mangers below.

Darktan pulled alength of wood out of one of his belts.

Nourishing smelled the sulphur in the red blob on the end.

It was amatch.

Darktan turned and saw him staring at her. He nodded towards the piles of hay in the [oft. 'My plan
might not work," he said. 'If it doesn't, you'll bein charge of theother plan.'

'Me? said Nourishing.

'Y ou. Because | won't be... around,' said Darktan. He held out the match. 'Y ou know what to do,' he
said, nodding to the nearest rack of hay.

Nourishing swallowed. 'Yes. Yes, | think so. Er... when?

'When the time comes. Y ou'llknow when,’ said Darktan, and looked back down at the massacre. 'One
way or the other, | want them to remember tonight,’ he said quietly. They'll remember what they did.
And they'll remember what we did. For aslong asthey... live!'

Hamnpork lay in his sack. He could smell the other rats nearby, and the dogs, and the blood. Especidly
the blood.

He could hear his own thoughts, but they were like alittle chirp of insects againg the thunderstorm of his
senses. Bits of memory danced in front of hiseyes. Cages. Panic. The white rat. Hamnpork. That was his
own name. Odd. Never used to have names. Just used to smell other rats. Darkness. Darknessinside,
behind the eyes. That bit was Hamnpork. Everything outside was everything e se.

Hamnpork. Me. Leader.

The red-hot rage still boiled inside him but now it had akind of shape, like the shape acanyon givesto a
river in flood, narrowing it, forcing it to flow faster, giving itdirection .

Now he could hear voices.
... just dip himin, no-onéell notice...'
"... OK, I'll shakeit up ahit first to get himangry...'

The sack wasjerked around. It didn't make Hamnpork any more angry than he was aready. There
wasn't anyroom for more anger.

The sack swung asit was carried. Theroar of humans grew louder, the smdls grew stronger. Therewas
amoment of silence, the sack was upturned, and Hamnpork did out into aroar of noise and a pile of



gruggling rats.

He snapped and clawed hisway to the top asthe rats scattered, and saw a growling dog being lowered
into the pit. It snatched up arat, shook it vigoroudy, and sent the limp body flying.

The rats stampeded.
'Idiotsl" screamed Hamnpork. "Work together! 'Y ou could strip this fleabag to the bone!’
The crowd stopped shouting.

The dog stared down its nose at Hamnpork. It wastrying to think. The rat had spoken. Onlyhumans
spoke. And it didn't smell right. Rats stank of panic. Thisone didn't.

Thedlencerang likeabdll.

Then Jacko grabbed the rat, shook him, not too hard, and tossed him down. He'd decided to do a sort
of test; rats shouldn't be able to talk like humans, but thisrat looked like arat - and killing ratswas OK -
but talked like a human - and biting humans got you a serious thrashing. He had to find out for sure. If he
got awallop, this rat was ahuman.

Hamnpork rolled, and managed to get upright, but there was a deep tooth wound in hisside.

The other ratswere ill in aboiling huddle asfar away from the dog as possible, every rat trying to be
the one at the bottom.

Hamnpork spat blood. "All right, then,” he snarled, advancing on the puzzled dog. ‘Now you find out
how areal rat dies!'

"Hamnpork!"
Helooked up.

String uncoiled behind Sardines as he fell through the smoky air towards the frantic circle. He wasright
above Hamnpork, getting bigger and bigger...

... and dower and dower...

He came to a stop between the dog and the rat. For amoment he hung there. He raised his hat, politely,
and said, 'Good evening!' Then he wrapped al four legs around Hamnpork.

And now the rope of dastic bands, stretched to twanging point, finaly sprang back. Too late, too late,
Jacko snapped at empty air. Therats were accelerated upwards, out of the pit-and stopped, bouncing in
mid air, just out of reach.

The dog was il looking up when Darktan legpt off the other side of the beam. Asthe crowd stared in
astonishment, he plummeted down towards the terrier.

Jacko's eyes narrowed. Rats disappearing into the air was one thing, but rats dropping right towards his
mouth was something else. It wasrat on aplate, it wasrat on astick .



Darktan looked back as hefell. Up above, Nourishing was doing some frantic knotting and biting. Now
Darktan was on the other end of Sardines string. But Sardines had explained things very carefully.
Darktan's weight alone wasn't heavy enough to pull the weight of two other rats back up to the beam...

So, when Darktan saw Sardines and his struggling passenger had disappeared safely into the gloom of
the roof-

-helet go of the big old candle lamp he'd been holding for the extraweight and bit through the rope.
Thelamp landed heavily on Jacko and Darktan landed on the lamp, rolling down onto the floor.

The crowd was silent. They'd been silent since Hamnpork had been propelled out of the pit. Around the
top of the wall which, yes, wasfar too high for arat to jump, Darktan saw faces. They were mostly red.
The mouths were mostly open. The silence was the silence of red faces drawing bregth ready to start
shouting a any moment.

Around Darktan the surviving rats were scrambling aimlessly for afoothold on the wall. Fools, he
thought. Four or five of you together could make any dog wish you'd never been born. But you scrabble
and panic and you get picked off oneat atime...

The dightly-stunned Jacko blinked and stared down at Darktan, agrowl rising in histhroat.

‘Right, youkkrrkk ," said Darktan, loud enough for the watchersto hear. 'Now I'm going to show you
how arat canlive .’

He attacked.

Jacko was not abad dog, according to the way of dogs. He was aterrier and liked killing ratsin any
case, and killing lots of ratsin the pit meant that he got well fed and caled a good boy and wasn't kicked
very often. Somerats did fight back and that wasn't much of a problem, because they were smaller than
Jacko and he had alot more teeth. Jacko wasn't that smart, but he was alot smarter than arat and, in
any case, hisnose and mouth did most of the thinking.

And hewas surprised, therefore, when his jaws snapped shut on this new rat and it wasn't there.

Darktan didn't run like arat should. He ducked like afighter. He nipped Jacko under the chin and
vanished. Jacko spun around. Theratstill wasn't there. Jacko had spent his show business career biting
ratsthat tried to run away. Ratsthat stayed redly close were unfair!

Therewas aroar from the watchers. Someone shouted, Ten dollars on therat!" and someone else
punched him in the ear. Another man started to climb into the pit. Someone smashed a beer bottle on that
man's head.

Dancing back and forth under the spinning, yapping Jacko, Darktan waited for his moment...

... and saw it, and lunged, and bit hard.

Jacko's eyes crossed. A piece of Jacko that was very private and of interest only to Jacko and any lady
dogs he might happen to meet was suddenly alittle ball of pain.

He yelped. He snapped at the air. And then, in the uproar, hetried to climb out of the pit. Hisclaws



scraped desperately as he reared up againgt the greasy, smooth planking.

Darktan jumped onto histail, ran up his back, scampered to thetip of Jacko's nose, and legpt over the
wal.

Helanded among legs. Men tried to stamp on him, but that meant other men would have to give them
room. By the time they'd elbowed one another out of the way and stamped heavily on one another's
boots, Darktan was gone.

But there were other dogs. They were half-mad with excitement in any case, and now they pulled away
from ropes and chains and set off after arunning rat. They knew about chasing rats.

Darktan knew about running. He sped acrossthe floor like a comet, with atail of snarling, barking dogs,
headed for the shadows, spied a holein the planking and dived through into the nice, safe, darkness-

Clickwent the trap.

CHAPTER 9

Farmer Fred opened his door and saw al the animals of Furry Bottom waiting for him. "We can't find
Mr Bunnsy or Ratty Rupert!" they cried.

- FromMr Bunnsy Has An Adventure

‘At last!" said Mdicia, shaking the ropes off. 'Somehow | thought rats would gnaw quicker.'

"They used aknife,' said Keith. "And youcould say thank you, couldn't you?

'Yes, yes, tell them I'm very grateful,’ said Malicia, pushing hersdf upright.

Tdl them yoursdf!'

I'm sorry, | find it SO embarrassing to.... talk to rats.’

'l suppose that's understandable,' said Keith. 'If you've been brought up to hate them because they-'

'Oh, it'snotthat ,' said Mdlicia, walking over to the door and looking at the keyhole. ‘It'sjust that it's
90... childish. So... tinkly-winkly. So... Mr Bunnsy.'

'Mr Bunnsy? squeaked Peaches, and it redly was a squeak, aword that came out as asort of little
dhriek.

'What about Mr Bunnsy? said Keith.
Maliciareached into her pocket and pulled out her packet of bent hair pins. 'Oh, some books some silly

woman wrote,' she said, poking at the lock. 'Stupid stuff for ickle kids. Thereésarat and arabbit and a
snake and ahen and an owl and they all go around wearing clothes and talking to humans and everyone's



S0 hice and cosy it makes you absolutelysick . D'you know my father kept them al from whenhe was a
kid?Mr Bunnsy Has An Adventure, Mr Bunnsy's Busy Day, Ratty Rupert Sees It Through ... heread
them dl to mewhen | was small and theré's not an interesting murder in any of them.'

'l think you'd better stop,’ said Keith. He didn't dare look down at the rats.

"There's no sub-texts, no socid commentary..." Maiciawent on, till fiddling. "'The most interesting thing
that happens at al iswhen Doristhe Duck loses a shoe - aduck losing ashoe, right?- and it turnsup
under the bed after they've spent the entire story looking for it. Do you cal that narrative tension?
Because | dont'. If people are going to make up stupid stories about animals pretending to be human, at
least there could be a bit of interesting violence. ..’

'Oh, boy,' said Maurice, from behind the grating.

Thistime Keith did look down. Peaches and Dangerous Beans had gone. 'Y ou know, | never had the
heart to tell them," he said, not to anyone in particular. "They thought it was dl true.’

‘Intheland of Furry Bottom, possibly,' said Mdiicia, and stood up asthelock gave afind click. ‘But not
here. Can you imagine someone actudly invented that name and didn't laugh? Let'sgo.’

"Y ou upset them," said Keith.
'Look, shall we get out of here before the rat-catchers come back? said Mdicia

The thing about this girl, Maurice thought, was that she was no good at al at listening to theway people
gpoke. She wasn't much good at listening, if it cameto that.

'No,' said Keith.
'No what?

'No, I'm not coming with you,' said Keith. "There's something bad going on here, much worse than
stupid men stedling food.'

Maurice watched them argue again. Humans, eh? Think they'relords of creation. Not like us cats. We
know we are. Ever see a cat feed a human? Case proven.

How the humans shout, hissed atiny voicein his head.

Isthat my conscience? Maurice thought. His own thoughts said: what, me? No. But | fed alot better
now you told them about Additives. He shifted uneasily from paw to paw. 'Well then," he whispered,
looking at his stomach, ‘isthat you, Additives?

He'd been worried about that ever since held redlized held eaten a Changeling. They had voices, right?
Supposing you ate one? Suppose their voice stayed indgde you? Suppose the. .. thedream of Additives
around ingde him? That sort of thing could serioudy interfere with acat's ngpping time, it redlly could.

No,said the voice, like the sound of wind in distant trees,itisl. | am... SPIDER.

'Oh, you're aspider ? whispered thought-Maurice. 'l could take on a spider with three paws tied behind
my back.'



Notaspider. SPIDER .
Theword actualy hurt. It hadn't before.

Now I'minyour HEAD, cat. Cats, cats, bad as dogs, worse than rats. I'm in your HEAD, and | will
never go AWAY.

Maurice's paw jerked.

I'll beinyour DREAMS.

'Look, I'm just passing through,” Maurice whispered desperately. 'I'm not looking for trouble. I'm
unreliable! I'macat! | wouldn't trust me, and lam me! Just let me get into the nicefresh air and I'll be
right out of your... hair or legsor furry bits or whatever!'

Y ou don't want to run AWAY .

That'sright, thought Maurice, | don't want to run-Hold on, | do want to run away!

I'macat!" he muttered. 'No rat isgoing to controlme . You'vetried!

Y es,came the voice of Spider,but then you were STRONG. Now your little mind runsin circles and
wants someone else to do the thinking for it. | can think for you .

| can think for EVERY ONE.

| will dwaysbewith you.

The voice faded awvay.

Right, thought Maurice. Timeto say farewell, then, Bad Blintz. The partyis over . Therats have got lots
of other rats and even these two humans have got one another, but I've just got me and I'd like to get me
somewhere where strange voices don't talk to me.

"scuse me,' he said, raising hisvoice. ‘Arewe going or what?

Thetwo humansturned to look at the grating.

'What? said Keith.

'I'd prefer going,' said Maurice. 'Pull this grating out, will you? It's rusted right through, it shouldn't bea
problem. Good lad. And then we can make arun for it-'

They'vecdledin arat piper, Maurice,' said Keith. 'And the Clan isdl over the place. Hell be herein
themorning. Areal rat piper, Maurice. Not afake onelike me. They have magical pipes, you know. Do
you want to see that happen to our rats?

His new conscience gave Maurice agood kicking. 'Well, not exactlysee ,' he said reluctantly. 'Not as
such, no.'



‘Right. So were not going to run away,’ said Keith.

'Oh? And what are we going to do, then? said Mdicia

'We're going to talk to the rat-catchers when they come back,' said Keith. He had athoughtful 1ook.

'And what makes you think they'll want to talk to us?

‘Becauseif they don't talk to us," said Keith,'they're going to die.’

It was twenty minutes |ater that the rat-catchers arrived. The door of their hut was unlocked, thrown
back, then dammed shut. Rat-catcher 2 bolted it, aswell. 'Y ou know where you said it was going to be
such agood evening? he said, leaning againgt it and panting. Tell me about it again, ‘cos| think | missed
that part.

'Shut up,’ said Rat-catcher 1.

‘Someone punched mein theeye .'

'Shut up.'

'And | think | lost my wallet. That'stwenty dollars| won't seeagaininahurry.’

'Shut up.'

'‘And | wasn't ableto pick up any of the surviving rats from the last fight!'

'Shut up.'

'‘And we |eft the dogs behind, too! We could've stopped to untie'em! Someonell pinch 'em.’

'Shut up.'

'Do rats often whizz through the air like that? Or is that the kind of thing you only get to hear about when
you are ahexperienced rat-catcher?

'Did | say shut up?

'Yes,

'Shut up. All right, well leave right now. Well take the money and nick aboat down at the jetty, OK?
Well |eave the stuff we haven't sold and justgo '

"Just like that? Johnny No Hands and hislads are coming upriver tomorrow night to pick up the next
load and-'

'Wellgo, Bill. I can smdl thingsgoing bad.’
‘Just like that? He owes us two hundred doll-'

'Yed Just likethat! Timeto moveon! Thejigisup, thebird hasflown, and the cat is out of the bag!



The-Did you say that?

'Say what?

'Didyoujust say "l wish | was'?

‘Me? No.'

The rat-catcher looked around the shed. There was no-one e se there. 'All right, then," he said. 'It's been
along night. Look, when things start to go bad, then it'stime to go away. Nothing fancy. Wejust go,
right? | don't want to be here when people comelooking for us. And Idon't want to meet any of them rat
pipers. They are sharp men. They pry around. And they cost alot of money. People are going to ask
questions, and the only question | want them to ask is"Where did the rat-catchers go?' Understand? It's
agood man who knows when to quit. What'sin the kitty-?Wheat did you say?

'What, me? Nothing. Cup of tea? Y ou always fed better after acup of tea'

'Didn't you say "kitty yoursdlf"? Rat-catcher 1 demanded.

'l just asked if you wanted a cup of tea! Honest! Areyou al right?

Rat-catcher 1 stared at hisfriend, asif trying to seealiein hisface. Then he said, 'Y eah, yeah. I'm fine.
Three sugars, then.’

That'sright," said Rat-catcher 2, spooning it in. 'Keep up the blood sugar. Y ou have to look after
yoursdf.

Rat-catcher 1 took the mug, sipped the tea, and stared at the swirling surface. 'How did we get into
this? hesaid. 'l mean, dlthid Y'know? Sometimes | wake up in the night and think, it's supid, this, and
then | cometo work and it al seems, well, sensble. | mean, Sedin’ stuff and blaming it on the rats, yes,
and breeding big tough ratsfor the rat pits and bringing back the ones that survive so we can breed even
bigger rats,yes, but... | dunno... | didn't used to be the kind of bloke that tiesup kids...'

"We've made abig wad of cash, though.'

'Y eah.' Rat-catcher 1 swirled the teain his mug and took another drink. 'There'sthat, | suppose. Isthisa
new tea?

'No, it'sjust Lord Green, like normd.'

Tastes abit different.’ Rat-catcher 1 drained the mug and put it on the bench. 'OK, let's get the-'
"That's about enough,” said a voice overhead. 'Now, stand till and listen to me. If you run away, youll
die. If you talk too much, you'l die. If you wait too long, you'll die. If you think you're smart, youll die.

Any questions?

A few wisps of dust drifted down from the rafters. The rat-catchers looked up, and saw acat face
peering down.

'It'sthat kid's damn mog!' said Rat-catcher 1. 'lItold you it waslooking at mein afunny way!'



If I wasyou, | wouldn't look at me,’ said Maurice, conversationdly. 'lI'd look at the rat poison.’
Rat-catcher 2 turned to look at the table. 'Here, who stole some of the poison? he said.

'Oh," said Rat-catcher 1, who was amuch faster thinker.

'Stedl it? said the cat on high. 'We don'tsteal . That'sthieving . Wejust put it somewhereese!’
'Oh," said Rat-catcher 1, Sitting down suddenly.

"That's dangerous stuff!" said Rat-catcher 2, looking for something to throw. "Y ou had no business
touchingit! You tel mewhereit isright now!"

There was athump asthe trapdoor in the floor dammed back. Keith stuck hishead up, and then came
up the ladder while the rat-catchers watched in amazement.

He was holding a crumpled paper bag.

'Oh dear,' said Rat-catcher 1.

"What have you done with the poison? Rat-catcher 2 demanded.

'Wdll,' said Keith, 'now that you mentioniit, I think | put mogt of itinthesugar...'

Darktan woke up. His back was on fire and he couldn't breathe. He could fedl the weight of thetrap's
jaw pressing down on him, and the dreadful bite of the stedl teeth on hisbelly.

| shouldn't be dive, hethought. | wish | wasnt...

Hetried to push himself upwards, which madeit worse. The pain came back alittle stronger ashe
sagged down again.

Caught like arat in atrap, he thought.
| wonder what typeit is?
'Darktan?

The voice was alittle way off. Darktan tried to speak, but every tiny movement pushed him further into
the teeth below him.

'Darktan?

Darktan managed afaint squeak. Words hurt too much.
Feet scrabbled forward in the dry darkness.

‘Darktan!’

It smelled like Nourishing.



'Gnh," Darktan managed, trying to turn his head.

'You're caught in atrap!'

That wastoo much for Darktan, even if every word was agony. 'Oh... redly? hesaid.
I'll go and fetch S-sardines, shal 1?7 sammered Nourishing.

Darktan could smell therat's panic begin. And there wasn't timefor panic. ‘No! Tdll... me..." he panted,
"...what... kind... of... trap?

'Er... er... er..." said Nourishing.
Darktan took adeep, fiery breath.'Think, you... miserablewiddler!'

'Er, er...itsdl rusty... er... Rust everywhere! Lookslike... er... could bea... Breakback..." There
was a scratching noise behind Darktan. 'Y es! | gnawed the rust off! It saysNugent Brothers Breakback
Mk. 1, Sr!’

Darktan tried to think asthe constant, dreadful pressure squeezed him further. MKk. 1? Ancient!
Something out of the dawn of time! The oldest he'd ever seen was anlmproved Breakback Mk. 7 ! And
al he had to help him was Nourishing, acompletedrrtlt with four |eft feet.

‘Canyou... seehow...? he began, but there were purple lightsin front of his eyes now, agreat tunnel of
purplelights. Hetried again, as he felt himsdlf drift towardsthelights. ‘Can... you... see... how... the...

soring... ?

It'sal rusted, sir!* came the panicking voice. 'It looks like it's anon-return action like on theJenkins and
Jenkins Big Shapper, dr, but it hasn't got the hook on the end! What does thisbit do, sir? Sr?Sr ?

Darktan felt the pain go away. So thisis how it happens, he thought dreamily. Too late now. Shell panic,
and shell run. That'swhat we do. When we'rein trouble, we bolt for thefirst hole. But it doesn't matter.

Itis just like adream, after al. Nothing to worry about. Quite nice, redlly. Perhapsthereredlyisa Big Rat
Deep Under The Ground. That'd be nice.

He drifted happily, in the warm silence. There were bad things happening, but they were along way off
and they didn't matter any more...

He thought he heard a sound behind him, like rats claws moving across astone floor. Perhapsit's
Nourishing running away, part of him thought. But another part thought: perhapsit isthe Bone Rat.

Theideadidn't frighten him. Nothing could frighten him here. Anything bad that could happen aready
had. Hefdt that if he turned his head, he'd see something. But it was easier just to float in thisbig warm
Space.

The purple light was darkening now, to adeep blue and, in the centre of the blue, acircle of black.

It looked likearat tunnd.

And that'swhere he lives, thought Darktan. That'sthe tunnel of the Big Rat. How smpleitdl is...



A shining white dot appeared in the centre of the tunnel and got bigger quickly.

And here he comes, thought Darktan. He must know alot, the Big Rat. | wonder what he's going to tell
me?

Thelight grew bigger, and did indeed begin to look like arat.

How strange, thought Darktan, asthe blue light faded into the black, to find it'sall true. Off we go, then,
into thetunn-

Therewasnoise. It filled the world. And the terrible, terrible pain was back. And the Big Rat shouted, in
the voice of Nourishing:

'l gnawed through the spring, sir! | gnawed through the spring! It was old and week, sir! Prob'ly why
you weren't cut in half, sirl Can you hear me, sir? Darktan? Sir? | gnawed right through the spring, sir!
Areyou till deed, Sr? Sir?

Rat-catcher 1 legpt out of hischair, his hands bunching into figts.

At lead, it sarted out asaleap. About hafway, it turned into a stagger. He sat down heavily, clutching
at his stomach.

'Oh, no. Oh, no. I knew that teatasted funny...'he muttered.
Rat-catcher 2 had gone apale green. 'Y ou nasty little-" he began.

'And don't even think of attacking us,' said Malicia. 'Otherwise you'll never walk out of here. And we
might get hurt and forget where we | eft theantidote . Y ou haven't gottime to attack us.'

Rat-catcher 1 tried standing up again, but hislegs didn't want to play. 'What poison wasit? he muttered.

‘By thesmdll of it, it'sthe one therats cal Number Three,' said Keith. "It wasin the bag [abelled
Killalot!! 1"

Therats call it Number Three? said Rat-catcher 2.

"They know alot about poison,’ said Keith.

'And they told you about this antidote, yeah? said Rat-catcher 2.
Rat-catcher 1 glared at him. "Weheard themtak, Bill.

In the pit, remember? He looked back at Keith, and shook his head. 'Nah," he said. 'Y ou don't ook like
the kind of kid that'd poison aman to hisface...'

'How about me? said Mdlicia, leaning forward.

‘Shewould! Shewould !" said Rat-catcher 2, clutching at his colleague's arm. 'She'sweird, that one.
Everyone says s0!' He clutched his scomach again, and leaned forward, groaning.

'Y ou said something about an antidote,’ said Ratcatcher 1. 'But there's no antidote toKillalot!! I"



'‘And | told you thereis,' said Keith. The ratsfound one.'

Rat-catcher 2 fell on hisknees. 'Please, young sir! Have mercy! If not for me, please think of my dear
wife and my four lovely children who'll be without their daddy!'

'You're not married, said Malicia. "Y ou don't have any children!'

'l might want some one day!"

'What happened to that rat you took away? said Keith.

'‘Dunno, Sir. A rat in ahat come down out of the roof and grabbed it and flew away!" Rat-catcher 2
burbled. ‘And thenanother big rat come down into the pit, shouted a everyone, bit Jacko on the on the
unutterables and jumped right out of the pit and did arunner!'

'Sounds like your ratsare dl right,’ said Madlicia.

'l havent finished,' said Keith. 'Y oustole from everyone and blamed it on the rats, didn't you?

'Yes! That'sit! Yes! Wedid, we did!'

"You killed therats,' said Maurice, quietly.

Rat-catcher 1's head turned sharply. There was an edge to that voice that he recognized. Hed heard it
a the pit. Y ou got them there sometimes, high-rolling types with fancy waistcoats, who travelled through

the mountains making aliving by betting and sometimes making akilling by knives. They had alook to
their eye and atoneto their voice. They were known as 'killing gentlemen’. Y ou didn't cross akilling

gentleman.

'Yes, yes, that's right, we did!" babbled Rat-catcher 2.
‘Just go carefully there, Bill,' said Rat-catcher 1, till eyeing Maurice.
"Whydid you do it? said Keith.

Rat-catcher 2 looked from his bossto Madliciaand then to Keith, asif trying to decide who frightened
him the most.

'Wéll, Ron said therats ate stuffanyway ,' he said. 'So... he said if we got rid of all the rats and pinched
the stuff ourselves, well, it wouldn't exactly be likestealing, would it? Morelike... re-arranging suff.
Theré's abloke Ron knows who comes up with asailing barge in the middle of the night and pays us-'

"That isadiabolica liel" snapped Rat-catcher 1, and then looked asif he was going to be sick.

'But you caught rats aive and crammed them into cages without food, Keith went on. 'They liveonrat,
thoserats. Why did you do that?

Rat-catcher 1 clutched at his stomach. 'l can fedl things happening!” he said.

"That's just your imagination!" snapped Keith.



tis?

'Y es. Don't you knowanything about the poisons you use? Y our ssomach won't start to melt for at least
twenty minutes.’

‘Wow!' said Mdicia

'And after that,' said Keith, 'if you blow your nose, your brain will well, let'sjust say you'll need aredly
big handkerchief.'

Thisisgreat!" said Mdicia, rummaging in her bag. 'I'm going to take notes!’

'And then, if you... just don't go to the lavatory, that's al. Don't ask why. Just don't. It'l al be over inan
hour, except for the cozing.'

Maliciawas scribbling fast. 'Will they go runny? she said.
'Very, said Keith, not taking his eyes off the men.
‘Thisisinhuman!" shrieked Rat-catcher 2.

'No, it'svery human,' said Keith. 'It'sextremely human. Thereisn't abeast in the world that'd do it to
another living thing, but your poisons do it to rats every day.Now tell me about the rats in the cages .'

Swesat was pouring down the assistant rat-catcher's face. Helooked asif he, too, were caught in atrap.
'Seg, rat-catchers have always caught rats alive for therat pits,’ he moaned. 'It's a perk. Nothing wrong
withit! Alwaysdoneit! So we had to keep up asupply, so we bred ‘em. Had to! No harm in feeding
‘em dead rats from therat pits. Everyone knowsrats edt rats, if you leave out the green wobbly bit! And
then-'

'Oh? Therésathen? said Keith, camly.

'Ron said if we bred rats from the rats that survived in pit, you know, the ones that dodged the dogs,
well, we'd end up with bigger, better rats, see?

That'sscientific, that is,' said Rat-catcher 1.

"What would be the point of that? said Malicia

'Wdll, miss, we-Ron said... wethought... | thought... wethought that... well, it's not exactly cheating
to put redly tough ratsin amongst the others, see, especidly if the dog that'sgoing inisabit borderline.
Where'sthe harm in that? Gives us an edge, see, when it cometo betting. | thought.... he thought...’

"Y ou seem a it confused about whose ideaiit was,' said Keith.

'His," said the rat-catchers together.

Mine said avoicein Maurice's head. Heamogt fell off his perch.What does not kill us makes us
strong, said the voice of Spider. The strongest breed .



'Y ou mean,’ said Mdicia, 'if they didn't have ratcatchers here they'd havefewer rats? She paused, head
ononesde. 'No, that's not right. It doesn't fed right. There's something else. Something you haven't told
us. Thoseratsin those cages are... mad, insane...'

I'd be too, Maurice thought, with this horrible voice in my head every hour of the day.

'I'm going to throw up,’ said Rat-catcher 1. 'l am, I'm going to-'

'Don't,’ said Keith, watching Rat-catcher 2. 'Y ou won't like it. Well, Mr Assistant Rat-catcher?

'Ask them what'sin the other cdllar,’ said Maurice. He said it fast; he could fedl the voice of Spider try to
stop his mouth moving even as the sentence came out.

'What isin the other cdllar then? said Keith.

'Oh, just more stuff, old cages, Stuff likethat...' said Rat-catcher 2.

'What else? said Maurice.

‘Only the... only the... that'swhere..." The ratcatcher's mouth opened and shut. His eyes bulged. 'Can't

say,' hesad. 'Er. Therésnothing. Yes, that'sit. Theré's nothing in there, just the old cages. Oh, and
plague. Don't go in there 'cos there's plague. That's why you shouldn't go in there, see? 'Cos of the

plague:
'He'slying,’ said Madlicia. 'No antidote forhim .’
'l had to do it!" Rat-catcher 2 moaned. 'Y ou've gotta do oneto join the Guild!"

That'sa Guild secret!" Rat-catcher 1 snapped at him. 'Wedon't give away Guild secrets He stopped,
and clutched &t his rumbling stomach.

'What was it you had to do? said Keith.
'Make arat king!" Rat-catcher 2 burst out.
‘A ratking ? said Keith sharply. 'What'sarat king?

I -1 -1"theman stuttered. 'Stop it, | - | - | don't want to-' Tearsran down hisface. 'We-l made arat
king Stop it, stop it... stopit..."

'Andit'sgill dive? said Mdicia
Keith turned to her in amazement."You know about these things? he said.
'Of course. Therésalot of stories about them. Rat kings are deadly evil. They-'

'Antidote, antidote, please ," moaned Rat-catcher 2. 'My stomach fedslike there€'srats running round in
it!"

'Youmade arat king,' said Mdicia 'Oh, dear. Wédll, weleft the antidote in thet little cellar you locked us
upin. I should hurry if | wasyou.'



Both of the men staggered to their feet. Rat-catcher 1 fell through the trapdoor. The other man landed
on him. Swearing, moaning and, it had to be said, farting enormoudy, they made their way to the cellar.

Dangerous Beans candle was il dight. Beside it was afat twist of paper.

The door was dammed behind the men. There was the sound of a piece of wood being wedged under
it.

"There's enough antidote for one person,’ said Kelth's voice, muffled through the wood. 'But I'm sure you
can sort it out-in a humane sort of way .’

Darktan tried to get his breath back, but he thought he'd never get it al, even if he breathed in for ayear.
Therewasaring of pain al around his back and chest.

'It'samazing!’ said Nourishing. "Y ou were dead in the trgp and now you're dive!’
‘Nourishing? said Darktan, carefully.
'Yes, Sr?

I'mvery... grateful,’ said Darktan, still wheezing, ‘but don't get silly. The spring was stretched and weak
and... the teeth were rusted and blunt. That'sdl.’

‘But there's teeth marks all round you! No-one's ever come out of atrap before, except the Mr
Squeskies, and they were made of rubber!’

Darktan licked his stomach. Nourishing had been right. He looked perforated. ‘| wasjust lucky," he said.
'No rat has ever come alive out of atrap,” Nourishing repeated. 'Did you see the Big Rat?

"Thewhat?

‘The Big Rat!’

'Oh, that, said Darktan. He was going to add 'no, | don't go in for that nonsense, but stopped. He could
remember the light, and then the darkness ahead of him. It hadn't seemed bad. Hed dmost felt sorry that
Nourishing had got him out. In the trap, dl the pain had been along way off. And there had been no
more hard decisions. He settled for saying, '|s Hamnpork al right?

'Sort of. | mean, we can't see any wounds that won't heal. He's had worse. But, well, he was pretty old.
Nearly three years!

'‘Was? said Darktan.

'Ispretty old, | mean, Sir. Sardines sent meto find you because well need you to help us get him back,
but-' Nourishing gave Darktan a doubtful look.

Itsdl right, I'm sureit looksworsethan it is,’ said Darktan, wincing. ‘Let's get up there, shdl we?

Anold building isfull of pawholdsfor arat. No-one noticed them asthey climbed up from manger to



saddle, harness to hayrack. Besides, no-one was looking for them. Some of the other rats had taken the
Jacko route to freedom, and the dogs were going mad searching for them and fighting with one another.
So were the men.

Darktan knew alittle bit about beer, snce he had gone about his business under pubs and breweries,
and the rats had often wondered why humans sometimes liked to switch their brains off. To therats,
living in the centre of aweb of sound and light and smélls, it made no senseat al.

To Darktan, now, it didn't sound quite so bad. Theideathat, for awhile, you could forget things and not
have a head buzzing with troublesome thoughts. .. well, that seemed quite atractive.

He couldn't remember alot about life before hed been Changed, but he was certain that it hadn't been
socomplicated . Oh, bad things had happened, because life on the tip had been pretty hard. But when
they were over, they were over, and tomorrow was anew day.

Rats didn't think about tomorrow. There wasjust afaint sensation that more things would happen. It
wasn'tthinking . And there was no 'good’ and 'bad' and 'right' and ‘wrong'. They werenew idess.

Ideas! That wastheir world now! Big questions and big answers, about life, and how you had to liveit,
and what you were for. New ideas spilled into Darktan's weary head.

And among the ideas, in the middle of his head, he saw thelittle figure of Dangerous Beans.

Darktan had never talked much to thelittle whiterat or the little female who scurried around after him
and drew pictures of the things he'd been thinking about. Darktan liked people who werepractical .

But now he thought: he's atrap-hunter! Just like me! He goes ahead of us and finds the dangerousideas
and thinks about them and traps them in words and makes them safe and shows us the way through.

Weneed him... weneed himnow . Otherwise, we're dl running around likeratsin abarrd...

Much later on, when Nourishing was old and grey around the muzzle, and smelled a bit strange, she
dictated the gory of the climb and how she'd heard Darktan muttering to himself. The Darktan that she'd
pulled out of the trap, she said, was a different rat. It was as though his thoughts had dowed down but

got bigger.

The strangest bit, she said, was when they reached the beam. Darktan made sure that Hamnpork was all
right, and then picked up the match he'd shown to Nourishing.

'He struck it on an old bit of iron," said Nourishing, ‘and then he walked out dong the beam with it
flaring, and down below | could see dl the crowd, the hay racks and the straw al over the place, and the
people milling around, just like, hah, just likerats... and | thought, if you drop that, mister, the place will
fill with smoke in afew seconds and they've locked the doors and by the time they redizeit they'll be
caught like, hah, yeah, likeratsin abarrel and well be awvay along the gutters.

‘But hejust stood there, looking down, until the match went out. Then he put it down and helped uswith
Hamnpork and never said aword about it. | asked him about it later on, after al the stuff with the piper
and everything, and he said, "Yes. Ratsin abarrd.” And that'sal he said about it.'

'‘What wasit you redly put in the sugar? said Keith, as he led the way back to the secret trapdoor.



'Cascara,' said Mdlicia

"That's not apoison, isit?

'No, it'salaxative.

'‘What's that?

‘It makesyou... go.’

'Go where?

'‘Notwhere, stupid. You just... go. | don't particularly want to draw you apicture.’

'Oh. You mean...go .

That'sright.'

'And you just happened to have it on you?

'Yes. Of course. It wasin the big medicine bag.'

"Y ou mean you take something likethat out just for something like this?

'Of course. It could easily be necessary.’

'How? said Keith, climbing the ladder.

'Well, supposing we were kidnapped? Suppose we ended up at sea? Supposing we were captured by
pirates? Pirates have a very monotonous diet, which might be why they're angry dl thetime. Or
supposing we escaped and swam ashore and ended up on an idand where there's nothing but coconuts?
They have avery binding effect.’

'Yes, but... but...anything can happen! If you think like that, you'd end up taking just about everything
in case of anything!"

That'swhy it'ssuch abig bag,' said Mdiciacamly, pulling herself through the trapdoor and dusting
hersdf off.

Keth sghed. 'How much did you give them?

‘Lots. But they should be dl right if they don't take too much of the antidote.”
'What did you give them for the antidote?

‘Cascara.’

'Malicia, you are not a nice person.’

'Redly?You wanted to poison them with thereal poison, andyou were getting very imaginaive with dl
that stuff about their somachs melting.’



'Yes, but rats are my friends. Some of the poisonsredly do that. And... sort of... making the antidote
more of the poison-'

It'snot apoison. It'samedicine. They'll fed lovely and clean afterwards.’

‘All right, dl right. But... giving it to them asthe antidote aswell, that'sabit... ahit...'
'Clever? Narratively satisfying? sad Mdlicia.

'I suppose so," Keith admitted reluctantly.

Mdicialooked around. "Where's your cat? | thought he was following us.'
‘Sometimes he just wanders off. And he'snot my cat.’

'Y es, you're hisboy. But ayoung man with asmart cat can go along way, you know.'
'How?

"There was Pussin Boots, obvioudy,' said Mdicia, ‘and of course everyone knows about Dick
Livingstone and hiswonderful cat, don't they?

'l don't,’ said Keith.

'It'savery famous story!"

‘Sorry. | haven't been ableto read for very long.'

‘Really? Well, Dick Livingstone was a penniless boy who became Lord Mayor of Ubergurgl because his

cat was so good at catching... er... pigeons. Thetown was overrun with... pigeons, yes, and in fact later
on he even married a sultan's daughter because his cat cleared dl the... pigeonsout of her father'sroya

palace-'
It wasratsredly, wasn't it? said Keith, glumly.
'I'm sorry, yes.!'

'‘And it was just agtory,’ said Keith. 'Look, are there redlly stories about rat kings? Rats have kings? I've
never heard of it. How doesit work?

'Not the way you think. They've been known about for years. They redly do exist, you know. Just like
onthedgnoutsde’

'What, the ratswith their tails al knotted together? How do-?

Therewas aloud and persistent knocking on the door. Some of it sounded as though it was being done
with someone's boot.

Mdiciawent over to it and pulled back the balts. 'Y es? she said, coldly, asthe night air poured in.



There was agroup of angry men outside. The leader, who looked as though he was only the leader
because he happened to be the one in front, took a step back when he saw Mdicia

‘Oh... it'syou, miss...'

'Y es. My father's the mayor, you know,’ said Mdlicia.
'Er... yes. Weadl know.'

'Why'reyou dl holding sticks? said Mdlicia

'Er... wewant to talk to the rat-catchers," said the spokesman. He tried to ook past her, and she stood
adde.

‘Theresno-onein here but us,' she said. 'Unless you think there's atrapdoor to amaze of underground
cellars where desperate animals are caged up and vast supplies of stolen food are hoarded?

The man gave her another nervouslook. 'Y ou and your stories, miss,' he said.

'Has there been some trouble? said Mdicia

'Wethink they werea... abit naughty..." said the man. He blanched under the look she gave him.
'Yes? shesaid.

"They cheated usin therat pit!" said aman behind him, made boldbecause there was someone else
between him and Malicia. They must'vetrained thoserats! One of them flew around on astring!'

'And one of them bit my Jacko onthe... onthe... on the unmentionables!' said someone further back.
'Y ou can't tell meit wasn't trained to do that!'

'l saw one with ahat on thismorning,’ said Mdicia

"There's been agood dedl too many strange rats today,' said another man. 'My mum said she saw one
dancing on the kitchen shelves! And when my granddad got up and reached for hisfaseteeth hesaid a
ratbit him with them. Bit him with his own teeth!’

'What, wearing them? said Mdlicia

'No, it just snapped them around in the air! And alady down our street opened her pantry door and
there were rats swvimming in the cream bowl. Not just swvimming, either! They'd beentrained . They were
making kind of patterns, and diving and waving their legsin the ar and stuff!'

"Y ou meansynchronized swimming? said Mdlicia 'Who'stelling stories now, en?

'Areyousure you don't know where those men are? said the leader suspicioudy. 'People said they
headed thisway.'

Maliciarolled her eyes. 'All right, yes,' she said. They got here and atalking cat helped usto feed them
poison and now they'relocked inacdlar.'



The men looked at her. "Y eah, right,’ said the leader, turning away. "Well, if youdo see them, tell them
we'relooking for them, OK?

Maliciashut the door. 'It'sterrible, not being believed,’ she said.

‘Now tell me about rat kings,' said Keith.

CHAPTER 10

And asnight fell, Mr Bunnsy remembered: there's something terrible in the Dark Wood.

- FromMr Bunnsy Has An Adventure

Why am | doing this? Maurice asked himsdlf, as he squirmed dong a pipe. Cats are notbuilt for this
Suff!

Because we are akind person at heart, said his conscience.
No, I'm not, thought Maurice.

Actudly, that'strue, said his conscience. But we don't want to tell that to Dangerous Beans, do we? The
little wobbly nose?He thinks we're a herol

Weéll, I'm not, thought Maurice.
Then why are we scrabbling around underground trying to find him?

Wedl,obvioudly it's because he's the one with the big dream about finding the rat idand and without him
theratswon't co-operate and | won't get paid, said Maurice.

We're acat ! What does a cat need money for?

Because | have a Retirement Plan, thought Maurice. I'm four years old dready! Once I've made apile,
itsmefor anice homewith abig fire and anice old lady giving me cream every day. I'vegot it all
worked out, every detall.

Why should she give usahome? Were smdly, weve got ragged ears, we've got something nasty and
itchy on our leg, we look like someone kicked usin theface... why should an old lady take usin instead

of afluffy little kitten?
Ahal But black cats arelucky, thought Maurice.

Really? Wel, we don't want to be first with the bad news, but were not black! We're a sort of mucky
tabby!

Ther€'s such athing as dyes, thought Maurice. A couple of packets of black dye, hold my breath for a
minute, and it's 'hello, cream and figh' for the rest of my life. Good plan, eh?



And what about the luck? said the conscience.

Ah! That'sthe clever bit. A black cat that bringsin agold coin every month or so, wouldn't you say
that'salucky cat to have?

His consciencefdl silent. Probably amazed at the cleverness of the plan, Maurice told himsdif.

He had to admit that he was cleverer at plans than at underground navigation. He wasn't exactly logt,
because cats never got lost. He merdly didn't know where everything €l se was. There wasn't alot of
earth under the town, that was certain. Cellars and grating and pipeways and ancient sewers and crypts
and bits of forgotten buildings formed asort of honeycomb. Even humans could get around, Maurice
thought. The rat-catchers certainly had.

He could smell rats everywhere. Hed wondered about calling out to Dangerous Beans, but decided
againg it. Caling out might help him find out where the littlerat was, but it'd dso dert... anyoneeseto
where Maurice was. Those big rats had been, well, big, and nasty-looking. Even an idiot dog would have
trouble with them.

Now hewasin asmal square tunnd with lead pipesin it. There was even ahiss of escaping steam, and
here and there warm water dipped into a gutter that ran aong the bottom of the tunndl. Up ahead wasa
graing leading up to the street. Faint light came throughiit.

The water in the gutter looked clean. At least, you could see through it. Maurice wasthirsty. He leaned
down, tongue out-

Therewas athin, bright red stresk curling gently inthe water...

Hamnpork seemed confused and haf adeep but he knew enough to hold on to Sardines tail astherats
made their way back from the stables. It was adow journey. Sardines didn't think the old rat would
manage the washing lines. They skulked adong gutters, and dong drains, hiding in nothing more than the
cloak of night.

A few ratswere milling around in the cellar when they findly arrived. By then Darktan and Sardines
werewaking on either sde of Hamnpork, who was barely moving hislegs.

Therewas till acandle burning in the cellar. Darktan was surprised. But alot of things had happened in
the last hour.

They let Hamnpork sink to the floor, where helay, bresthing heavily. His body shook with each breath.
'Poison, guv? whispered Sardines.

'l think it was just too much for him," said Darktan. 'Just too much.’

Hamnpork opened oneeye. 'Am... |... dill... the... leader? he said.

'Yes, gr,' said Darktan.

‘Need... to... deep...’



Darktan looked around the circle. Rats were creeping towards the group. He could see them whispering
to one another. They kept looking a him. He stared around, trying to spot the pale figure of Dangerous
Beans.

‘Nourishing... tellsme... you saw the... tunnd... of the... Big Rat..." said Hamnpork.

Darktan glared at Nourishing, who looked embarrassed. 'l saw... something,’ he said.

‘Then | shdl dream there and... never wake up,’ said Hamnpork. His head sagged again. Thisisnt... the
way a... anoldrat should die, he mumbled. 'Not... likethis. Not... inthelight.'

Darktan nodded urgently at Sardines, who snuffed out the candle with his hat. The damp, thick
underground darkness closed in.

‘Darktan,’ Hamnpork whispered. 'Y ou need to know this...'

Sardines strained his ears to hear the old leader's last words to Darktan. Then, afew seconds later, he
shivered. He could sméll the changein the world.

There was movement in the darkness. A match burst into life and the candle flame grew again, bringing
shadows back into the world.

Hamnpork waslying very ill.
‘Do we have to eat him now? said someone.

'He's... gone,’ said Darktan. Somehow, theidea of eating Hamnpork didn't fed right. '‘Bury him," he
said. 'And mark the place so we know he's there.’

Therewas asense of rdief in the group. However much anyone might have respected Hamnpork, he
was ill abit on thewhiffy sde, even for arat.

A rat at thefront of the crowd looked uncertain. 'Er... when you say "mark the place”," it said, 'do you
mean like we mark other places where we bury things?

'Hemeans by widdling oniit," said the rat beside him.

Darktan looked at Sardines, who shrugged. Darktan had asinking fegling inside. When you were the
leader, everyone waited to see what you said. And there was still no sign of the whiterat.

Hewas on hisown.

He thought hard for amoment, and then nodded. 'Yes,' he said at last. 'He'd like that. It'svery... ratty.
But do this, too. Draw it on the ground above him.'

He scraped a sign on the ground:

'"Hewasarat from along line of rats and he thought about rats’,' said Sardines. 'Good one, boss!'



'And will he come back like Darktan did? said someone else.

'If he does, helll get redlly mad if welve eaten him," said avoice. There was some nervous laughter.
‘Ligten, | didn't-' Darktan began, but Sardines nudged him.

'Word in your ear, guv? he said, raising his charred hat politely.

'Yes, yes..." Darktan was getting worried. HEd never had so many rats watching him so closely. He
followed Sardines away from the group.

'Y ou know | used to hang around in the theatre an' that,’ said Sardines. 'And you pick up stuff in the
theatre. And thething is... look, what I'm saying is, you're the leader, right? So you got to act like you
know what you're doing, OK? If the leader doesn't know what he's doing, no-one el se does, either.’

'l only know what I'm doing when I'm dismantling traps,’ said Darktan.

‘All right, think of the future asagresat big trap,’ said Sardines. "With no cheese!’

‘That isnot a lot of help!"

'And you should let them think what they like about you and... that scar you've got,' said Sardines.
‘That'smy advice, guv.'

‘But | didn't die, Sardines!"

'Somethinghappened, didn't it? Y ou were going to st fire to the place. | watched you. Something
happened to you in the trap. Don't ask mewhat it was, | just do tap-dancing. I'm just alittlerat. Always
willbe, boss. But there's big rats like Inbrine and Sellby and a bunch of others, boss, and now
Hamnpork's dead they might thinkthey should be the leader. Get my drift?

‘No.'

Sardines sighed. 'l reckon you do, boss. Do wewant alot of scrapping amongst ourselves at atime like
this?

‘No!*

‘Right! Well, thanksto chattery little Nourishing, you're therat that |ooked the Bone Ret right in the face
and came back, aren't you...?

'Yes, but she...'

'Seemsto me, boss, that anyone who could stare down the Bone Rat... well, no-oneis going to want to
messwithhim, am | right? A rat who wears the teeth-marks of the Bone Rat like abelt? Uh-uh,no .
RaslIfollow arat likethat. Timelikethis, ratsneed someone to follow. That was agood thing you did
back there, with ol' Hamnpork. Burying him and widdling on topand putting asignon him... well, theold
rats like that, and so do the young ones. Shows 'em you're thinking for everyone.' Sardines put his head
on one side, and grinned aworried grin.

'l can see I'm going to have to watch you, Sardines,’ said Darktan. "Y ou think like Maurice.'



‘Don't worry about me, boss. I'm small. | gottadance. | wouldn't be any good at leadering.’

Thinking for everyone, Darktan thought. The whiterat... "Whereis Dangerous Beans? he said, looking
around. 'lsn't he here?

'Haven't seen him, boss!’

'What? We need him! He's got the map in hishead.’

'Map, boss? Sardines |ooked concerned. 'l thought you drew mapsin the mud'

'‘Not amap like a picture of tunnelsand traps! A map of ... of what we are and where we're going...'

'Oh, you mean like that lovely idand? Never redly bdieved init, boss,

I don't know about any idands, | redly don't,’ said Darktan. '‘But when | wasinthat... place, I... saw
the shape of an idea. There's been awar between humans and ratsfor ever! It'sgot to end. And here,
now, in this place, with theserats... | can seethat it can. This might be the only time and the only place
whereit can. | can seethe shape of an ideain my head but | can't think of thewords for it, do you
understand? So we need the white rat, because he knows the map for thinking. We've got to think our
way out of this. Running around and squeaking won't work any more!’

"You're doing fine so far, boss,' said the dancer, patting him on the shoulder.

It'sall going wrong,' said Darktan, trying to keep hisvoice down. 'We need him! | need him!*

I'll get some sgquads together, boss, if you show me where to start looking,' said Sardines meekly.

'Inthedrains, not far from the cages,’ said Darktan. 'Maurice was with him," he added.

'Isthat agood thing or abad thing, guv? said Sardines. 'Y ou know what Hamnpork always said: "Y ou
can dwaystrust aca-""

"-tobeacat". Yes. | know. | wish | knew the answer to that, Sardines!'

Sardines stepped closer. 'Can | ask aquestion, guv?

'Of course!'

"What was it Hamnpork whispered to you just before he died? Specia leader wisdom, wasiit?
'‘Good advice," said Darktan. 'Good advice.'

Maurice blinked. Very dowly, histongue wound itsdf back in. He flattened hisears and, legsmoving in
slent dow motion, crept dong beside the guitter.

Right under the grating there was something pale. The red streak was coming from further upstream, and
divided intwo asit flowed around the thing, before becoming one swirling thread again.

Maurice reached it. It was arolled-up scrap of paper, sodden with water and stained with red. He



extended aclaw and fished it out. It flopped on the side of the gutter and, as Maurice gently peeled the
paper gpart, he saw the smudged pictures drawn in thick pencil. He knew what they were. Hed learned
them, one day when he had nothing better to do. They were stupidly smple.

'‘No Rat Shall..." he began. Then there was a damp mess, down to the bit that read: 'We are not like
other Rats.

'Oh, no," he said. They wouldn't drop this, would they? Peaches carried it around as though it was a
hugdly preciousthing-

Will I find them firs?said an dien voicein Maurice's head.Or perhaps| have...
Maurice ran, skidding on the dimy stone as the tunnel turned a corner.

What strange thingsthey are, CAT. Ratsthat think they are not rats. Shall | belikeyou? Shdl | act likea
CAT?Shdl | keep one of them aive? FOR A WHILE?

Maurice yowled under his breath. Other, smaller tunnels branched off on either sde but the thin red

stresk led straight on and there, under another grating, thething lay in the water, the red lesking gently
fromit.

Maurice sagged. He'd been expecting-what? But this... thiswas... thiswasworse, in away. Worse
than anything.

Soaked in water, leaking the red ink from Ratty Rupert the Rat's red wai stcoat, wasMr Bunnsy Has An
Adventure .

Maurice hooked it out on claw-tip, and the cheap paper pages fdll out, one by one, and drifted away in
the water. They'd dropped it. Had they been running? Or... had they thrown it away? What was it
Dangerous Beans had said? 'We're nothing but rats? And he'd said it in such asad, hollow voice...

Where are they now, CAT? Can you find them? Which way now?

It can seewhat | see, he thought. It can't read my mind, but it can seewhat | see and hear what | hear
and it'sgood at working out what | must be thinking. ..

Once again, he shut hiseyes.
Inthe dark, CAT?How will you fight my rats? The ones BEHIND YOU?

Maurice spun around, eyeswide. There were rats there, dozens of them, some of them nearly half the
sze of Maurice. They watched him, al with the same blank expression.

Wl done, well done, CAT! Y ou see the squeaky creatures and yet you don't legp! How did acat learn
not to be acat?

Therats, as one rat, moved forward. They rustled as they moved. Maurice took a step backwards.

Imagineit, CAT,said the voice of Spider.Imagine a million clever rats. Rats that don't run. Rats that
fight. Rats that share one mind, one vision. MINE .



"Where are you? said Maurice, doud.

Y ou will see me soon. Keep going, pussy-cat. Y ou have to kegp going. One word from me, one mere
flicker of athought, and the rats you see will take you down. Oh, you might kill one or two, but there are

aways morerats. Always morerats.

Maurice turned, and edged forward. Therats followed. He spun around. They stopped. He turned
again, took acouple of steps, looked behind him. The ratsfollowed asif they were on string.

Therewasafamiliar smell intheair here, of old, stale water. He was somewhere near the flooded cdllar.
But how close? The stuff stank worse than tinned cat food. It could be in any direction. He could
probably outrun the rats over a short distance. Bloodthirsty rats right behind you can give you wings.

Areyou planning to run tohel p the whiterat? said his conscience. Or are you thinking of making adash
for the daylight?

Maurice had to admit that the daylight had never seemed a better idea. There was no point in lying to
himself. After dl, ratsdidn't live very long in any case, evenif they had wobbly noses-

They areclose, CAT. Shdl we play agame? Catslike PLAYING. Did you play with Additives?
BEFORE YOU BIT HISHEAD OFF?

Maurice stopped dead. 'Y ou are going todie ,' he said softly.

They are getting closer to me, Maurice. So close now. Shall | tell you that the stupid-looking kid and the
slly-sounding girl are going to die? Do you know that rats can eat ahuman dive?

Madliciabolted the shed door.

‘Rat kings are deeply mysterious,’ she said. 'A rat king isagroup of ratswith their tailstied together'
‘How?

'Well, the Sories say it just... happens!

‘Howdoes it happen?

'l read somewhere that their tails become stuck together when they're in the nest, because of al the
muck, and they get twisted up as-'

'Rats generdly have six or seven babies, and they have quite short tails, and the parents keep the nests
quite clean,' said Keith. 'Have the people who tdll these stories everseen rats?

I don't know. Maybe therats just get crowded together and their tails get twisted up? Theresa
preserved rat king in abig jar of acohal in the town museum.'

‘A dead one?

‘Or very, very drunk. What doyou think? said Malicia. 'It'sten rats, like asort of star, with abig knot of
tail inthe middle. Lots of others have been found, too. One had thirty-two rats! There'sfolklore about

them.'



‘But that rat-catcher said hemade one,’ said Keth firmly. 'He said he did it to get into the Guild. Do you
know what a masterpiece is?

'Oh course. It'sanything redlly good'
'I mean areal magterpiece,’ said Keith. 'l grew up in abig city, with guilds everywhere. That's how |

know. A magterpiece is something that an apprentice makes at the end of histraining to show the senior
members of the Guild that he deservesto bea"master”. A full member. Y ou understand? It might be a

great symphony, or abeautiful piece of carving, or abatch of magnificent loaves - his"master piece’.
'Very interesting. So?

'So what sort of master piece would you have to make to become amaster rat-catcher? To show that
you couldreally control rats? Remember the sign over the door?

Maliciafrowned the frown of someone faced with an inconvenient fact. ‘Anyone could tie abunch of rat
tailstogether if they wanted to, she said. 'I'm sure | could.’

'Whilethey're dive? Y ou'd haveto trap them first, and then you've got dippery bits of string thet are

moving dl thetime and the other end kegps on biting you? Eight of them? Twenty of them? Thirty-two?
Thirty-twoangry rats?

Malicialooked around at the untidy shed. It works,' she said. 'Y es. It makes amost as good a story.
Probably there were one or tworeal rat kings... dl right, dl right, maybe just one - and people heard
about this and decided that sncetherewas dl thisinterest they'dtry to make one. Yes. It'sjust like crop
circles. No matter how many aiens own up to making them, there are dways afew diehards who believe
that humans go out with garden rollersin the middie of the night-'

'l just think that some peopleliketo be crud,’ said Keith. 'How would arat king hunt? They'd dl pull in
different directions.’

'Ah, well, some of the stories about rat kings say that they can control other rats,’ said Malicia. 'With
their minds, sort of. Get them to bring them food and go to different placesand so on. Y ou'reright, rat
kings can't move around easily. So they... learn how to see out of the eyes of other rats, and hear what
they hear.’

‘Just other rats? said Keith.

"WEell, one or two stories do say that they can do it to people,’ said Mdicia

'How? said Keith. 'Has it ever happened,really ?

‘It couldn't, could it? said Mdlicia

Yes.

'Yeswhat? said Mdicia

| didn't say anything. You just said "yes',' said Keith.



Silly little minds. Sooner or later thereisawaysaway in. The cat is much better at ressting! Y ou will
OBEY me. Let therats GO.

'I think we should let the rats go,' said Mdiicia. 'It'sjust too crud, having them packed into those cages
likethat.

'l wasjudt thinking that,’ said Keith.
And forget about me. | am just astory.

'Persondly, | think rat kingsredly arejust astory,’ said Malicia, walking over to the trapdoor and raising
it. That rat-catcher was astupid little man. He was just babbling.'

'l wonder if weshould let the rats out,” Keith mused. They looked pretty hungry.’

"They can't be worse than the rat-catchers, can they? said Mdlicia. 'Anyway, the piper will be here
soon. He'd lead them all into theriver, or something-'

'Into theriver..." muttered Keith.

"That's what he does, yes. Everyone knowsthat.'
‘But rats can-' Keith began.

Obey me! Don't THINK! Follow the story!

'Rats can what?

‘Ratscan... ratscan...' Keith sammered. 'l can't remember. Something about rats and rivers. Probably
not important.”

Thick, deep darkness. And, somewhereinit, alittle voice.

'l droppedMr Bunnsy ,' said Peaches.

'‘Good," said Dangerous Beans. 'It wasjust alie. Liesdrag us down.'

'Y ou said it was important!’

Iltwasalie !

... endless, dripping darkness...

'And... I'velost the Rules, too.'

'So? Dangerous Beans voice was hitter. 'No-one bothered with them.'

That's not true! Peopletried to. Mostly. And they were sorry when they didn't!’

They were just another tory, too. A slly story about rats who thought they weren't rats,' said
Dangerous Beans.



‘Why'reyou taking like this? Thisisn't like you!"
'Y ou saw them run. They ran and squeaked and forgot how to talk. Underneath, we'rejudt... rats.'
... foul, ginking darkness...

'Yes, we are,' said Peaches. 'But what are we on top? That's what youused to say. Come on-please?
Let'sgo back. You're not well.'

It wasadl so clear to me..." Dangerous Beans mumbled.

‘Liedown. You'retired. I've got afew matches|eft. Y ou know you dwaysfed better when you seea
light...'

Worried in her heart, and feding lost and along way from home, Peachesfound awall that was rough

enough and dragged amatch from her crude bag. The red head flared and cracked. She raised the match
ashigh as she could.

There were eyes everywhere.

What's the worst part? she thought, her body rigid with fear. That | can see the eyes? Or that I'm going
to know they're till there when the match goes out?'And I've only got two more matches..." she
mumbled to hersdlf.

The eyes withdrew into the shadows, noisdessy. How can rats be so ill and so silent? she thought.

"There's something wrong," said Dangerous Beans.

'Yal

"There's something here, he said. 'l smelled it on thatkeekee they found in the trap. It'sakind of terror. |
cansndl itonyou.’

'Yes,' said Peaches.

'Can you see what we should do? said Dangerous Beans.

'Yes! The eyesin front were gone, but Peaches could till see them on either side.
"‘What can we do? said Dangerous Beans.

Peaches swallowed. "We could wish we had more matches,' she said.

And, in the darkness behind their eyes, avoice said: And so, in your despair, you come, at last,
tome...

Light hasasmdl.

In the dank, damp cdlars the sharp sulphur stink of the match flew like ayelow bird, rising on drafts,
plunging through cracks. It was a clean and bitter smdll and it cut through the dull underground reek like a



knife

It filled the nostrils of Sardines, who turned his head. 'Maiches, boss' he said.
'Head that way!" Darktan commanded.

'It's through the room of cages, boss," Sardines warned.

'So?

'Remember what happened last time, boss?

Darktan looked around at his squad. It wasn't everything he could have wished for. Rats were il
trailing back from their hiding-places, and some rats-good, sensible rats-had run into traps and poisonsin
the panic. But held picked the best he could. There were afew of the experienced older ones, like
Inbrine and Sardines, but most of them were young. Maybe that wasn't such a bad thing, he thought. It
was the older rats who'd panicked most. They hadn't been so used to thinking.

'O-K," hesaid. 'Now, we don't know what we're going to-' he began, and caught sight of Sardines. The
rat was shaking hishead dightly.

Oh, yes. Leadersweren't allowed not to know.

He stared at the young, worried faces, took a deep breath and started again. 'There's something new
down here,' he said, and suddenly he knew what to say. 'Something that no-one's ever seen before.
Something tough. Something strong.' The squad was dmost cowering, except for Nourishing, who was
garing a Darktan with shining eyes.

'Something fearful. Something new. Something sudden,’ said Darktan, leaning forward. 'And it'syou . All
of you. Ratswith brains. Rats who can think. Rats who don't turn and run. Rats who aren't afraid of dark
or fire or noises or traps or poisons. Nothing can stop rats like you, right?

Now the words bubbled up. "Y ou heard about the Dark Wood in the Book? Well, we're in the Dark
Wood now. There's something else down there. Something terrible. 1t hides behind your fear. It thinks it
can stop you and it'swrong . We're going to find it and drag it out and were gonnamake it wish wed
never beenborn ! And if wedie... well,' and he saw them, as onerat, stare at the livid wound across his
chest, 'death ain't so bad. Shall | tell you about the Bone Rat? He waits for those who break and run,
who hide, who fdlter. But if you stareinto hiseyes helll give you anod and passright on.’

Now he could smell their excitement. In the world behind their eyesthey were the bravest rats thet there
ever were. Now he had to lock that thought there.

Without thinking, he touched the wound. It was hedling badly, sill leaking blood, and there was going to
be a huge scar therefor ever. He brought his hand up, with his own blood, and the idea.came to him right
out of hisbones.

He walked along the row, touching each rat just above the eyes, leaving ared mark. 'And afterwards,’
he said quietly, 'peoplewill say, "They went there, and they did it, and they came back out of the Dark
Wood, and thisis how they know their own™.’

He looked acrosstheir heads to Sardines, who raised his hat. That broke the spell. Therats started to



breathe again. But something of the magic was il there, lodged in the gleam of an eye and the twitch of
atal.

'Ready to die for the Clan, Sardines? Darktan shouted.

'No, boss! Ready to kill!'

'Good,’ said Darktan. 'Let's go. Welove the Dark Wood! It belongsto us!’

The smdll of light drifted dong the tunnels and reached the face of Maurice, who sniffed it up. Peaches!
She was mad about light. It was more or less all Dangerous Beans could see. She dways carried afew
matches. Mad! Creaturesthat lived in darkness, carrying matches! Well, obvioudy notmad when you
thought about it, but even so...

Therats behind were pushing him in that direction. I'm being played with, he thought. Batted from paw
to paw so Spider can hear me sgquesk.

He heard in his head the voice of Spider: And so, in your despair, you come, at last, to me...
And heard with his ears, far off and faint, the voice of Dangerous Beans. 'Who are you?

| amthe Big Rat That Lives Underground.

'You are? Redlly. | have thought... alot about you.'

Therewasaholein thewadl here and, beyond it, the brilliance of alighted match. Sensing the press of
the rats behind him, Maurice sdled through.

There werebig rats everywhere, on the floor, on boxes, clinging to thewalls. And, in the centre, acircle
of light from one half-burned match held aoft by atrembling Peaches. Dangerous Beans was standing a
littlein front of her, staring up a a stack of boxes and sacks.

Peaches spun around. As she did so the flame of the match blew wide and flared. The nearest rats
jerked away asit did so, bending like awave.

'Maurice? she said.

The cat will not move,said the voice of Spider.

Mauricetried to, and his pawswouldn't obey him.

Bedill, CAT. Or | shal command your lungsto stop. See, little rats? Even acat obeys me!

'Yes. | seeyou have apower,' said Dangerous Beans, tiny in the circle of light.

Clever rat. | have heard you talk to the others. Y ou understand the truth. Y ou know that by facing the
dark we become strong. Y ou know about the darknessin front of us and the darkness behind the eyes.

Y ou know that we co-operate or die. Will you... CO-OPERATE?

'‘Co-operate? said Maurice. His nose wrinkled. 'Like these other rats| smell here? They smell... strong
and stupid.’



But the strong survive,said the voice of Spider. They dodge the rat-catchers and bite their way out of
cages. And, like you, they are called to me. Asfor their minds... | can think for everyone .

'l, dlas, am not strong,’ said Dangerous Beans, carefully.
Y ou have an interesting mind. Y ou, too, look forward to the domination of rats.
'‘Domination? said Dangerous Beans. 'Do |7

Y ou will have worked out that there isarace in thisworld which steals and kills and spreads disease and
despoilswhat it cannot use,said the voice of Spider.

'Yes,' said Dangerous Beans. That's easy. It's called humanity.'

Wil done. See my finerats? In afew hoursthe silly piper will come and play hisslly pipeand, yes, my
ratswill scamper after him out of the town. Do you know how apiper killsrats?

'‘No.'

Heleadsthem into the river where... areyou ligening?... wherethey al drown!

‘But rats are good swimmers," said Dangerous Beans.

Yes Never trust arat-catcher! They will leave themselves work for tomorrow. But humanslike to
believe stones! They would prefer to believe stories rather than the truth! But we, we are RATS! And my
ratswill swim, believe me. Big rats, different rats, rats who survive, ratswith part of my mind in them.
And they will spread from town to town and then there will be destruction such as people cannot
imagine! Wewill pay them back athousandfold for every trap! Humans have tortured and poisoned and
killed and dl of that isnow given formin me and therewill be REVENGE.

'Givenforminyou. Yes, | think | begin to understand,’ said Dangerous Beans.

There was a crackle and flare behind him. Peaches had lit the second match from the dying, flickering
flame of thefirst one. Thering of rats, which had been creeping closer, swayed back again.

Two more matches,said Spider. And then, one way or another, little rat, you belong to me .
'l want to seewho | am talking to," said Dangerous Beans, firmly.
You areblind, little white rat. Through your pink eyes| see only mist.

"They see more than you think," said Dangerous Beans. 'And if you are, asyou say, the Big Rat.... then
show yourself to me. Smdling isbdieving.

There was a scrabbling, and Spider came out of the shadows.

It looked to Maurice like abundle of rats, rats scampering across the boxes but flowing, asif dl thelegs
were being operated by one creature. Asit crawled into the light, over the top of a sack, he saw that the
tails were twisted together into one huge, ugly knot. And each rat was blind. Asthe voice of Spider
thundered in his head, the eight rats reared and tugged at the knot.



Then tdl methetruth, white rat. Do you see me? Come closer! Yes, you seeme, in your mist. You see
me. Men made mefor sport! Tietherats tailstogether and watch them struggle! But | did not struggle.
Together we are strong! One mind is as strong as one mind and two minds are as strong as two minds,
but three minds are four minds, and four minds are eéight minds and eight minds... are one-onemind
stronger than eight. My timeis near. The stupid men let rats fight and the strong survive, and then they
fight, and the strongest of the strong survive. .. and soon the cageswill open, and men shall know the
meaning of the word 'plague! See the stupid cat? It wantsto leap, but | hold it so easily. No mind can
withstand me. Yet you... you areinteresting. Y ou have amind like mine, that thinks for many rats, not
just onerat. We want the same things. We have plans. We want the triumph of rats. Join us. Together we
will be... STRONG.

There was along pause. It was, Maurice thought, too long. And then:

'Yes, your offer is... interesting,’ said Dangerous Beans.

There was agasp from Peaches, but Dangerous Beanswent on, in asmall voice: Theworld isbig and
dangerous, indeed. And we are weak, and | am tired. Together we can be strong.'

Indeed!

‘But what of those whoaren't strong, please?

Theweak arefood. That is how it has dways been!

'Ah,' said Dangerous Beans. 'How it has dways been. Things are becoming clearer.’
'Don't ligen toit!" Peaches hissed. ‘It's affecting your mind!’

‘No, my mind isworking perfectly, thank you,' said Dangerous Beans, still in the same calm voice. 'Y es,
the proposition is beguiling. And we would rule the rat world together, would we?

Wewould... co-operate. And Maurice, on the Sddines, thought: yeah, right. You co-operate, they rule.
Surely you cant fdl for thig

But Dangerous Beans said: 'Co-operate. Y es. And together we could give the humans awar they won't
believe. Tempting. Very tempting. Of course, millions of ratswould die...'

They dieanyway .

'Mmm, yes. Yes. Yes, that istrue. And thisrat here," said Dangerous Beans, suddenly waving a paw
towards one of the big rats that was hypnotized by the flame, 'can you tell me whatshe thinks about this?

Spider sounded taken aback. Thinks? Why should it think anything? It isa rat!
'Ah," said Dangerous Beans. 'How clear it isnow. But it would not work.'
Would not work?

Dangerous Beansraised his head.



‘Because, you see, you just think for many rats," he said. 'But you don't thinkof them. Nor are you, for all
that you say, the Big Rat. Every word you utter isalie. If thereisaBig Rat, and | hopethereis, it would
not talk of war and desth. It would be made of the best we could be, not the worst that we are. No, |
will not joinyou, liar inthe dark. | prefer our way. We are silly and weak, sometimes. But togetherwe are
strong. Y ou have plansfor rats? Well,| have dreamsfor them.'

Spider reared up, quivering. The voice raged in Maurice's mind.

Oh, so you think you are agoodrat? But a good rat is one that steals most! You think agood rat isa
rat in a waistcoat, a little human with fur! Oh yes, | know about the stupid, stupid book! Traitor!
Traitor to rats! Will you feel my...PAIN?

Mauricedid. It waslike ablast of red-hot air, leaving his head full of steam. He recognized the
sensation. It was how he used to fed before he was changed. It was how he used to feel before he was
Maurice. HEd just been acat. A bright cat, but nothing more than a cat.

Y oudefy me? Spider screamed at the bowed form of Dangerous Beans.When | am everything that
truly isRAT? | amfilth and darkness! | am the noise under the floor, the rustling in the walls! | am
the thing that undermines and despoils! | am the sum of all that you deny! | am your true self! Will
you OBEY ME?

‘Never,' said Dangerous Beans. 'Y ou are nothing but shadows.’

Fed my PAIN!

Maurice was more than a cat, he knew. He knew the world was big and complex and involved alot
more than wondering if the next meal was going to be beetles or chicken legs. The world was huge and
difficult and full of amazing thingsand...

... thered-hot flame of that horrible voice was boiling his mind away. The memorieswere unwinding
and whirling into the darkness. All the other little voices, not the horrible voice but the Maurice voices,
the ones that nagged at him and argued amongst themselves and told him he was doing wrong or could
be better, were getting fainter-

And still Dangerous Beans stood there, smal and wobbly, staring up into the dark.

"Yes,' said Dangerous Beans. 'l fed the pain.’

You arenothing but arat. A littlerat. And | am the very SOUL of ratdom. Admit it, little blind rat, little
blind pet rat.

Dangerous Beans swayed, and Maurice heard him say, 'l will not. And | am not so blind that | can't see
darkness.’

Maurice sniffed, and redlized that Dangerous Beans was widdling himsdlf in terror. But thelittlerat didn't
move, even o.

Oh, yes,whispered the voice of Spider.And you can control the dark, yes? You told a little rat that.
You can learn to control the dark .

'l am arat,’ whispered Dangerous Beans. 'But | am not vermin.'



VERMIN?

'Once we were just another squeaking thing in the forest,” said Dangerous Beans. 'And then men built
barns and pantries full of food. Of course we took what we could. And so they called us vermin, and
they have trapped us and covered usin poison and, somehow, out of that wretchedness, you have come.
But you are no answer. Y ou are just another bad thing humans made. Y ou offer rats nothing except more
pain. Y ou have a power that lets you enter people's minds when they aretired or stupid or upset. And
you arein mine now.’

Yes.Oh, yes!

'‘And il | stand here,' said Dangerous Beans. 'Now that | have smelled you, | can face you down. Even
though my body is shaking, | can keep a place free from you. | can fed you running round in my head,
you see, but al the doors are closed to you now. | can control the dark inside, which iswhere all
darknessis. Y ou have shown methat | am morethan just arat. If | amnot morethan arat, | am nothing
aadl

The many heads of Spider turned thisway and that. There wasn't much left of Maurice's mind to do any
thinking now, but it looked as though the rat king was trying to reach aconclusion.

Itsreply camein aroar.
THEN BE NOTHING!
Keith blinked. He had his hand on the latch of one of therat cages.

The ratswere watching him. All standing the same way, dl watching hisfingers. Hundreds of rats. They
looked... hungry.

'Did you hear something? said Mdicia.

Keith lowered his hand very carefully, and took a couple of steps back. "Why are we letting these out?
hesad. It waslike I'd been... dreaming...’'

I don't know. You'retherat boy.'

‘But weagreed to let them out.’

'l... itwas... | had afeding that-'

'Rat kings can talk to people, can't they? said Keth. 'Has it been talking to us?
‘But thisisred life/ said Mdicia

'l thought it was an adventure,’ said Keith.

'Damn! | forgot,' said Mdicia. 'What're they doing?

It was dmogt asif the rats were mdting. They were no longer upright, attentive statues. Something like
panic was spreading through them again.



Then other rats poured out of the walls, running madly acrossthe floor. They were much bigger than the
caged ones. One of them bit Keith on the ankle, and he kicked it away.

"Try to stamp on them but don't lose your balance, whatever you do!" he said. 'These arenot friendly!'
"Treadon them? said Mdlicia. 'Y uk!'

"Y ou mean you haven't got anything in your bag to fight rats? Thisisarat-catchers lair! Y ou've got
plenty of stuff for pirates and bandits and robbers!'

'Y es, but there's never been abook about having an adventure in arat-catcher's cellar!” Malicia shouted.
'Ow! One'son my neck! One'son my neck! And there's another one!’ She bent down frantically to
shaketherats loose and reared up as one leapt at her face.

Keith grabbed her hand. 'Don'tfal over! They'll go mad if you do! Try to get to the door!’

"They're so fast!" Mdlicia panted. ‘'Now there's another one on myhair’

‘Hold till, stupid female!’ said avoicein her ear. 'Hold quite still or I'llgnaw you!”

There was a scrabble of claws, aswish and arat dropped past her eyes. Then another rat thumped onto
her shoulder and did away.

‘Right!" said the voice at the back of her neck. 'Nowdon't move,don't tread on anyone and keep out of
theway!

"What wasthat ? she hissed, as shefelt something dide down her skirt.

'l think it was the onethey call Big Savings,’ said Keith. 'Here comesthe Clan!"

More rats were scrambling into the room, but these moved differently. They stayed together and spread
out into aline that moved forward dowly. When an enemy rat attacked it, the line would close up over it
quickly, likeafist, and when it opened again that rat was dead.

Only when the surviving rats smelled the terror of their fellows and tried to escape from the room did the
attacking line break, become pairs of rats that, with terrible purpose, hunted down one scurrying enemy
after another and brought them down with abite.

And then, seconds after it Started, the war was over. The squeaking of afew lucky refugeesfaded in the
wdls

There was aragged cheer from the Clan rats, the cheer which says'I'm il dive! After dl that!'
'Darktan? said Keith. "'What happened to you?
Darktan reared up and pointed a paw to the door at the other end of the cdllar. 'If you want to help,

open that door!" he shouted. 'Move it!" Then he darted into adrain with the rest of the squad pouring in
after him. One of them tap-danced as he went.



CHAPTER 11
And there hefound Mr Bunnsy, tangled in the brambles and his blue coat dl torn.

- FromMr Bunnsy Has An Adventure

Therat king raged.

The watching rats clutched at their heads, Peaches shrieked and stumbled back, the last flaring match
flying out of her hand.

But something of Maurice survived that roar, thatstorm of thought. Sometiny part hid behind somebrain
cdll and cowered asthe rest of Maurice was blown away. Thoughts peeled back and vanished in the
gale. No more talking, no more wondering, no more seeing the world as somethingout there... layers of
his mind streamed past asthe blast stripped away everything that he'd thought of asime, leaving only the
brain of acat. A clever cat, but ill... just acat.

Nothing but acat. All the way back to the forest and the cave, the fang and the claw...
Just acat.

And you can dwaystrust acat to beacat.

The cat blinked. It was bewildered and angry. Its ears went flat. Its eyes flashed green.

It couldn't think. It didn't think. It was ingtinct that moved it now, something that operated right down at
theleve of itsroaring blood.

It was a cat and there was atwitching squesky thing and what cats do to twitching squesking thingsis
this theyleap...

Therat king fought back. Teeth snapped at the cat; it wastangled in fighting rats, and it yowled asit
rolled acrossthe floor. More rats poured in, rats that could kill adog... but now, just for afew seconds,
this cat could have brought down awaolf.

It didn't notice the crackling flame as the dropped match set fire to some straw. It ignored the other rats
bresking ranks and running. It paid no attention to the thickening smoke.

What it wanted to do waskill things .

Some dark river deep inside had been dammed up over the months. It had spent too much time helpless
and fuming while little squeaky people ran around in front of it. It had longed to legp and bite and kill. It
had longed to be aproper cat . And now the cat was out of the bag and so much ancestral fight and spite
and viciousness was flowing through Maurices veinsthat it sparked off hisclaws.

And asthe cat rolled and struggled and bit, awesk little voice right at the back of histiny brain,
cowering out of theway, the last tiny bit of him that was still Maurice and not ablood-crazed maniac
said, 'Now! Bitehere!"



Teeth and claws closed on alump made up of eight knotted tails, and toreit gpart.
Thetiny part of what had once been theme of Maurice heard athought shoot past.

NO0000... 000... 00... O...
And thenit died away, and the room was full of rats, just rats, nothing more than rats, fighting to get out

of the way of afurious, spitting, snarling, bloodthirsty cat, catching up on catness. It clawed and bit and
ripped and pounced and turned to see asmdl whiterat that had not moved throughout the wholefight. It

brought its claws down-
Dangerous Beans screamed.
‘Maurice!'

The door rattled, and rattled again as Keith's boot hit the lock for the second time. On the third blow the
wood split and burst apart.

Therewasawal of fire a the other end of the cdlar. The flameswere dark and evil, as much thick
smoke asfire. The Clan were scrambling in through the grating and spreading out on either Sde, staring a
theflames.

'Oh, no! Come on, there's buckets next door!" said Keith.
‘But-' Maliciabegan.
"We'vegot to do it! Quickly! Thisisabig peoplejob!

The flames hissed and popped. Everywhere, onfire or in the floor beyond the flames, were dead rats.
Sometimes there were onlybits of dead rats.

‘What happened here? said Darktan.

'Lookslikeawar, guv,' said Sardines, sniffing the bodies.
'‘Canwe get round it?

"Too hot, boss. Sorry, but we-isn't that Peaches?

She was sprawled close to the flames, mumbling to herself and covered in mud. Darktan crouched
down. Peaches opened her eyes, blearily.

‘Areyou al right, Peaches? What's happened to Dangerous Beans?
Sardines wordlessy tapped Darktan on the shoulder, and pointed.
Coming through the fire, ashadow...

It padded dowly between walls of flame. For amoment the waving air made it look huge, like some
monster emerging from acave, and then it became... just acat. Smoke poured off itsfur. What wasn't



smoking was caked with mud. One eye was shut. The cat wasleaving atrail of blood and, every few
footsteps, it sagged alittle.

It had asmdl bundle of white fur in its mouth.
It reached Darktan and continued past, without a glance. It was growling al the time, under its bresth.
'IsthatMaurice ? said Sardines.

"That's Dangerous Beans he's carrying!" shouted Darktan. 'Stop that cat!' But Maurice had stopped by
himsdlf, turned, lay down with his pawsin front of him, and looked blearily &t therats.

Then he gently dropped the bundle on the floor. He it once or twice, to seeif it would move. He blinked
dowly whenit didn't. He looked puzzled, in aland of dow-motion way. He opened his mouth to yawn,
and smoke came out. Then he put his head down, and died.

The world seemed to Maurice to be full of the ghost light you got before dawn, when it was just bright
enough to see things but not bright enough to see colours.

He sat up and washed himsdf. There were rats and humans running around, very, very dowly. They
didn't concern him much. Whatever it was they thought they had to be doing, they were doing it. Other
people were rushing about, in asilent, ghostly way, and Maurice was not. This seemed a pretty good
arrangement. And hiseye didn't hurt and his skin wasn't painful and his pawsweren't torn, which wasa
big improvement on matters asthey stood recently.

Now he cameto think about it, he wasn't quite surewhat had happened recently. Something wretchedly
bad, obvioudy. There was something Maurice-shaped lying beside him, like a three-dimensiona shadow.
He stared at it, and then turned when in this soundless ghost-world he heard anoise.

There was movement near thewall. A small figure was striding across the floor towards the tiny lump
that was Dangerous Beans. It was rat-sized, but it was much more solid than the rest of the rats, and
unlike any rat he'd seen before it wore a black robe.

A rat in clothes, he thought. But this one did not belong in aMr Bunnsy book. Just poking out from the
hood of the robe was the bony nose of arat skull. And it was carrying atiny scythe over its shoulder.

The other rats and the humans, who were drifting back and forth with buckets, paid it no attention.
Some of them walked right through it. The rat and Maurice seemed to be in a separate world of their
own.

It'sthe Bone Rat, thought Maurice. It'sthe Grim Squeaker. HE's come for Dangerous Beans. After all
I've been through? That is nothappening ! He sprang into the air and landed on the Bone Rat. Thelittle
scythe skidded across the floor.

'OK, mister, let's hear you talk-" Maurice began.
'Er..." said Maurice, asthe horrible awareness of what hed done caught up with him.

A hand grabbed him by the back of the neck and lifted him up, higher and higher, and then turned him
around. Maurice stopped struggling immediately.



He was being held by another figure, much taler, human size, but with the same style of black robe, a
much bigger scythe, and adefinite lack of skin around the face. Strictly speaking, therewasa
considerable lack of face about the face, too. It was just bone.

DESIST FROM ATTACKING MY ASSOCIATE, MAURICE, said Degth.

'Yessir, Mr Degth, sir! Atoncesir!” said Maurice quickly. ‘'Noproblemsir!!

| HAVEN'T SEEN YOU LATELY, MAURICE.

'No gr,' said Maurice, relaxing dightly. '‘Been very careful, Sir. Looking both wayswhen | crossthe
sreet and everything, Sir.'

AND HOW MANY DO YOU HAVE LEFT NOW?
'Six, gr. Sx. Very definitey. Very definitely six lives, sr.'

Desath looked surprised. BUT YOU WERE RUN OVER BY A CART ONLY LAST MONTH,
WEREN'T YOU?

"That, Sr? Barely grazed me, sir. Got away with hardly a scratch, s’
EXACTLY!
Ioh.l

THAT MAKESFIVE LIVES MAURICE. UPUNTILTODAY'S ADVENTURE. YOU STARTED
WITH NINE.

'Fair enough, gir. Fair enough.' Maurice swalowed. Oh, well, might aswdll try. 'So let's say I'm |eft with
three, right?

THREE? | WASONLY GOING TO TAKE ONE. YOU CAN'T LOSE MORE THAN ONE LIFE
AT ATIME, EVEN IF YOU'RE A CAT. THAT LEAVES YOU FOUR, MAURICE.

'‘And | say taketwo, Sir," said Maurice urgently. Two of mine, and cal it quits?

Death and Maurice looked down at the faint, shadowy outline of Dangerous Beans. Some other rats
were standing around him now, picking him up.

YOU SURE?said Death. AFTER ALL, HEISA RAT.

'Yessr. That'swhereit al gets complicated, sir.’

YOU CAN'T EXPLAIN?

'Yessr. Don't know why, sir. Everything's been abit odd lately, s

THAT ISVERY UN-CAT-LIKE OF YOU, MAURICE. I'M AMAZED.

'I'm pretty shocked too, sir. | just hope no-onefinds out, Sir.'



Desath lowered Maurice to the floor, next to hisbody.

YOU LEAVE ME LITTLE CHOICE. THE SUM IS CORRECT, EVEN THOUGH IT IS
AMAZING. WE CAME FOR TWO, AND TWO WE WILL TAKE... THEBALANCEIS
PRESERVED.

'Can | ask aquestion, Sir? said Maurice, as Desth turned to go.

YOU MAY NOT GET AN ANSWER.

'I supposethereisn't aBig Cat in the Sky, isthere?

I'M SURPRISED AT YOU, MAURICE. OF COURSE THERE ARE NO CAT GODS. THAT
WOULD BE TOO MUCH LIKE... WORK.

Maurice nodded. One good thing about being a cat, apart from the extralives, was that the theology
wasalot smpler. 'l won't remember dl this, will I, Sr? he said. 'It'd be just too embarrassing.'

OF COURSE NOT, MAURICE... 'Maurice?

Coloursreturned to the world, and Keith was stroking him. Every bit of Maurice stung or ached. How
could fur ache? And his paws screamed at him, and one eye fdt like alump of ice, and hislungswere full
of fire.

"We thought you were dead!' said Keith. 'Maliciawas going to bury you at the bottom of her garden!
She says she'sdready got ablack vell.'

'What, in her adventuring bag?

‘Certainly,' said Malicia. 'Supposing wed ended up on araft in ariver full of flesh-eating-'
'Y eah, right, thanks," growled Maurice. The air stank of burnt wood and dirty steam.
‘Areyou dl right? said Keith, still looking worried. "Y ou're alucky black cat now!"

'Haha, yes, haha,' said Maurice gloomily. He pushed himsdlf up, painfully. ‘Thelittlerat OK? he said,
trying to look around.

'Hewas out just like you, but when they tried to move him he coughed up alot of muck. He'snot well,
but he's getting better.!

'All'swdl that ends-" Maurice began, and then winced. 'l can't turn my head very well,' he said.
"You're covered in rat bites, that'swhy.'

'What'smy tall like?

'Oh, fine. It'snearly dl there!'

'Oh, well. All'swell that endswell, then. Adventure over, timefor teaand buns, just likethe girl says!'



'‘No, said Keith. 'Theres till the piper.'

‘Can't they just give him adollar for histrouble and tell him to go away?

'Not the Rat Piper,' said Keith. 'Y ou don't say that sort of thing to the Rat Piper.’
'Nasty piece of work, ishe?

I don't know. He sounds likeit. But we've got aplan.’

Maurice growled."You've got aplan? he said. 'Y ou made it up?

'Meand Darktan and Mdlicia.

"Tell me your wonderful plan,” sighed Maurice.

"We're going to keep thekeekees caged up and no rats will come out to follow the piper. That way helll
look pretty slly, en? said Mdlicia

That'sit? That's your plan?

'Y ou don't think it'll work? said Keith. ‘Maliciasays hell be so embarrassed helll leave!

'Y ou don't know anything about people, do you? sighed Maurice.

'What? I'm aperson!' said Malicia

'So?Cats know about people. We have to. No-one else can open cupboards. Look, even therat king
had a better plan than that. A good plan isn't one where someone wins, it's where nobody thinks they've
lost . Understand?This iswhat you haveto do... no, it wouldn't work, we'd need alot of

cotton-wooal...'

Madicia swung her bag around with alook of triumph. 'Asamatter of fact,’ she said, 'l'd worked out that
if | was ever taken prisoner in agiant underwater mechanical squid and need to block up-'

'Y ou're going to say you've got alot of cotton-wool, aren't you,' said Maurice, flatly.
e
It was silly of meto worry, wasn't it? said Maurice.
Darktan stuck his sword in the mud. The senior rats gathered round him, but seniority had changed.
Among the older rats were younger ones, each one with adark red mark on its head, and they were

pushing to the front.

All of them were chattering. He could smell the rdlief that came when the Bone Rat had gone past and
had not turned aside. ..

'Slence!' heyelled.



It struck like agong. Every red eye turned to him. He felt tired, he couldn't breathe properly, and he was
streaked with soot and blood. Some of the blood wasn't his.

‘It'snot over,' he said.
‘But we just-'

'It's not over!" Darktan looked around the circle. 'Wedidn't get al of those big rats, thereal fighters," he
panted. 'Inbrine, take twenty rats and go back and help guard the nests. Big Savings and the old females
are back there and they'll tear any attacker in haf but | want to be certain.’

For amoment Inbrine glared at Darktan. 'l| don't see why you-" he began.
'‘Doit!"
Inbrine crouched hurriedly, waved at the rats behind him, and scurried away.

Darktan looked at the others. As his gaze passed across them, some of them leaned back, asif it wasa
flame. 'Well form into squads,’ he said. 'All of the Clan that we can spare from guarding will form into
squads. At least onetrap disposal rat in each squad! Take firewith you! And some of the young ratsll be
runners, so you can keep in touch! Don't go near the cages, those poor creatures can wait! But you'll
work through al these tunnels, dl these cdlars, al these holesand al these corners! And if you meet a
srangerat and it cowers, then take it prisoner! But if it triesto fight-and the big oneswill try to fight,
because that's dl they know-then you willkill it! Burnit or biteit! Kill itdeadl Do youhear me ?

There wasamurmur of agreement.
'I saiddo you hear me ?
Thistimetherewasaroar.

'‘Good! And well go on and on until these tunnels are safe, from end to end! Then well do it again! Until
thesetunnels are ours! Because..." Darktan grasped his sword, but leaned on it for amoment to catch his
breath, and when he spoke next it was almost in awhisper, 'because werein the heart of the Dark
Wood now and we've found the Dark Wood in our heartsand... for tonight... we are something. ..
terrible.’ He took another breath, and his next words were heard only by the rats closest to him: "And we
have nowhere elseto go.'

It was dawn. Sergeant Doppel punkt, who was one haf of the city's official Watch (and the largest half)
awoke with asnort in thetiny office by the main gates.

He got dressed, alittle unsteadily, and washed hisfacein the stone sink, peering a himsdf in the scrap
of mirror hanging on thewall.

He stopped. There was afaint but desperate squeaking sound, and then the little grille over the plughole

was pushed aside and arat plunged out. It was big and grey and it ran up hisarm before legping onto the
floor.

Water dripping from hisface, Sergeant Doppel punkt stared in bleary amazement asthree smaller rats
erupted from the pipe and chased after it. It turned to fight in the middle of the floor but the small rats hit
it together, from three sdes a once. It wasn't like afight. It looked, thought the sergeant, more like an



execution. ...

Therewas an old rat holein the wall. Two of the rats grabbed the tail and dragged the body into the hole
and out of sight. But the third rat stopped at the hole and turned, standing up onitshind legs.

The sergeant felt that it wasstaring at him. It didn't look like an anima watching ahuman to seeif it was
dangerous. It didn't look scared, it merely looked curious. It had some kind of red blob on its head.

Therat sauted him. It was definitely asaute, even though it only took asecond. Then dl therats had
gone.

The sergeant stared at the hole for sometime, with water ill dripping off hischin.

And heard the Singing. It was drifting up from the sink's plughole and it echoed alat, asif it was coming
from along way away, one voice singing out and a chorus of voices replying:

"We fight dogs and we chase cats...'
"... a@n'tnotrap can stop therats!’
'Got no plague and got nofless.. .’

"... wedrink poison, we sted cheese!'
'Messwith usand you will see...’

... well put poison in your teal’

'Here wefight and herewell stay...'
... WEWILL NEVER GO AWAY!'

The sound faded. Sergeant Doppel punkt blinked, and looked at the bottle of beer he'd drunk last night.
It got lonely, on night watch. And it wasn't asif anyone invaded Bad Blintz, after dl. They didn't have

anything to dedl.

But it'd probably be agood idea not to mention thistoanyone . It probably hadn't happened. It was
probably just abad bottle of beer...

The guardhouse door opened and Corpora Knopf stepped in.
'Morning, sergeant,’ he began. 'It'sthat... what's up with you?

‘Nothing, corpord!" said Doppel punkt quickly, wiping hisface. 'l certainly haven't seen anything strange
a al! Why're you standing around? Time to get those gates open, corporal !’

The watchmen stepped out and siwung open the city gates and the sunlight streamed through.
It brought with it along, long shadow.

Oh dear, thought Sergeant Doppel punkt. Thisreally isnot going to beaniceday...



The man on horseback rode past them without a glance, and on into the town square. The guards
hurried after him. People aren't supposed to ignore people with weapons.

'Halt, what is your business here? demanded Corpora Knopf, but he had to run crabwise to keep up
with the horse. The rider was dressed in white and black, like amagpie.

Hedidn't answer, but just smiled faintly to himsdlf.

‘All right, maybe you haven't any actua business, but it won't cost you anything just to say who you are,
will it? said Corpora Knopf, who was not interested in any trouble.

The rider looked down at him, and then stared ahead again.

Sergeant Doppel punkt spotted a small covered wagon coming through the gates, drawn by a donkey
which was accompanied by an old man. He was a sergeant, he told himself, which meant that he was
paid more than the corpora, which meant that he thought more expensive thoughts. And this one was.
they didn't have to checkeveryone that came through the gate, did they? Especidly if they were busy.
They had to pick people at random. And if you were going to pick people at random, it was agood idea
to randomly pick alittle old man who looked small enough and old enough to be frightened of arather
grubby uniform with rusty chainmail.

‘Halt!'

'Heh, heh! Not gonna,’ said the old man. 'Mind the donkey, he can give you anasty bite when he's
roused. Not that | care.'

'Areyou trying to show contempt of the Law? demanded Sergeant Doppel punk.

'Wdl, I'm not trying to conced it, mister. Y ou want to make something of it, you talk to my boss. That's
him on the horse. Thebig horse.'

The black-and-white stranger had dismounted by the fountain in the centre of the square, and was
opening his saddle-bags.

'l just go and talk to him, shal 17 said the sergeant.

By the time he'd reached the stranger, walking as dowly as he dared, the man had propped asmall
mirror againg the fountain and was having ashave. Corpora Knopf was watching him. Hed been given
the horse to hold.

'Why haven't you arrested him? the sergeant whispered to the corporal.

'What, for illega shaving? Tell you what, sarge,you doit.'

Sergeant Doppel punkt cleared histhroat. A few early risers among the population were aready
watching him. 'Er... now, ligten, friend, I'm sure you didn't mean-" he began.

The man straightened up, and gave the guards alook which made both men take a step backwards. He
reached out and undid the thong holding athick roll of leather behind the saddle.



It unrolled. Corpora Knopf whistled. All down the length of Ieather, held in place by straps, were
dozensof pipes. They glistened in therisng sun.

'Oh, you're thepipe -' the sergeant began, but the other man turned back to the mirror and said, asif
talking to hisreflection, "Where can aman get a breakfast around here?

'Oh, if it's breakfast you want then Mrs Shover at the Blue Cabbage will-'

‘Sausages,' said the piper, still shaving. '‘Burned on one side. Three. Here. Ten minutes. Whereisthe
mayor?

'If you go down that street and take thefirst |eft’
'Fetch him.’
'Here, you can't-' the sergeant began, but Corpora Knopf grabbed hisarm and pulled him away.

'He'sthe piper!” he hissed. 'Y ou don't mess with the piper! Don't you know about him? If he blowsthe
right note on his pipes, your legswill fal off!"

'What, like the plague?

"They say that in Porkscratchenz the council didn't pay him and he played his specia pipeand led dl the
kids up into the mountains and they were never seen again!’

'‘Good, do you think helll do that here? The placed be alot quieter.'

‘Hah! Did you ever hear about thet place in Klatch? They hired him to get rid of aplague of mime artigts,
and when they didn't pay up he made dl the town's watchmen dance into the river and drown!'

'No! Did he? The devil!" said Sergeant Doppel punkt.

"Three hundred dollars he charges, did you know that?

‘Three hundred dollars!'

That'swhy people hate paying, said Corporal Knopf.

'Hang on, hang on... how can you have a plague of mime artists?

'Oh, it wasterrible, so | heard. People didn't dare go out onto the streets at al.’
'Y ou mean, al those white faces, al that cregping around...'

'Exactly. Terrible. Still, when | woke up there was aratdancing on my dressing-table. Tapitty, tapitty,
tap.'

"That's odd," said Sergeant Doppel punkt, giving his corpora astrange |ook.

'Andit was hummingThere's no Business like Show Business . | cdl that more than just "odd"!"



'No, I meant it's odd you've got a dressing-table. | mean, you're not even married.’
'Stop messing about, sarge.’

'Hasit got amirror?

'‘Come on, sarge. Y ou get the sausages, sarge, I'll get the mayor.'

'No, Knopf. You get the sausages andl'll get the mayor, ‘cos the mayor's free and Mrs Shover will want
paying.

The mayor was dready up when the sergeant arrived, and wandering around the house with aworried
expression.

He looked more worried when the sergeant arrived. 'What's she done thistime? he said.
'Sr? said the watchman. 'Sir' said like that meant ‘what are you talking about?
'Maliciahasn't been home dl night,’ said the mayor.

'Y ou think something might have happened to her, Sr?

'No, | think she might have happened to someone, man! Remember last month? When she tracked
down the Mysterious Headless Horseman?

'Well, you must admit hewas a horseman, g’

‘That istrue. But he was also ashort man with avery high collar. And he was the chief tax-gatherer from
Mintz. I'm till getting officid |etters about it! Tax-gatherers do not asarulelike young ladies dropping on
them out of trees! And then in September there was that business about the, the-'

"The Mystery of Smuggler's Windmill, Sir," said the sergeant, rolling hiseyes.

"Which turned out to be Mr Vogd the town clerk and Mrs Schuman the shoemaker's wife, who
happened to be there merely because of their shared interest in studying the habits of barn owls...'

... and Mr Vogd had histrousers off because held torn them on anail..." said the sergeant, not looking
at themayor.

"... which Mrs Schuman was very kindly repairing for him," said the mayor.

'By moonlight,’ said the sergeant.

'She happens to have very good eyesight!" snapped the mayor. ‘And she didn't deserve to be bound and
gagged dong with Mr Voge, who caught quite achill asaresult! | had complaints from him and from
her,and from MrsVogd and from Mr Schumanand from Mr Vogel after Mr Schuman went around to
hishouse and hit him with alastand from Mrs Schuman after MrsVogd called her &'

‘A last whet, Sr?

'What?



'Hit him with alast what?

‘A last, man! It'sakind of wooden foot shoemakers use when they're making shoes! Heaven knows
wha Mdicidsdoing thistime!’

'l expect you'l find out when we hear the bang, sir.'

'And whatwas it you wanted me for, sergeant?

‘Therat piper'shere, sir.'

The mayor went pae.'Already ? he said.

'Y essir. HEs having ashave in the fountain.'

'Wherésmy officid chain? My officid robe? My officid hat? Quick, man, help me!’

'Helooks like quite adow shaver, Sir,' said the sergeant, following the mayor out of the room at arun.

'‘Over in Klotz the mayor kept the piper waiting too long and he played his pipe and turned himinto a
badger !" said the mayor, flinging open acupboard. 'Ah, herethey are... help me on with them, will
you?

When they arrived in the town square, out of bregth, the piper was sitting on abench, surrounded at a
safe distance by avery large crowd. He was examining haf a sausage on the end of afork. Corpora
Knopf was standing next to him like a schoolboy who has just turned in anasty piece of work and is
waiting to betoldexactly how bad it is.

'And thisis called a7 the piper was saying.
'A sausage, gr,' Corpora Knopf muttered.

Thisiswhat you think is a sausage here, isit? There was agasp from the crowd. Bad Blintz was very
proud of itstraditional vole-and-pork sausages.

"Yessir,' said Corporal Knopf.
'‘Amazing,’ said the piper. He looked up at the mayor. 'And you are-?

'l am the mayor of thistown, and-'

The piper held up ahand, and then nodded towards the old man who was sitting on his cart, grinning
broadly. 'My agent will deal with you," he said. He threw away the sausage, put his feet up on the other
end of the bench, pulled hishat down over hiseyesand lay back.

The mayor went red in the face. Sergeant Doppel punkt leaned towards him.

'Remember the badger, sir!* he whispered.

'Ah... yes...' Themayor, with whét little dignity he had |eft, walked over to the cart. 'I believe thefeefor



ridding the town of ratswill be three hundred dollars? he said.

"Then | expect you'll believe anything,' said the old man. He glanced at a notebook on hisknee. ‘Let's
see... cdl-out fee... plus specid charge becauseit's St Prodnitz's Day... pluspipetax... lookslikea
medium-sized town, so that's extra. .. wear and tear on cart... travelling costs at adollar amile...
miscellaneous expenses, taxes, charges..." He looked up. 'Tell you what, let's say one thousand dollars,
OK?

'Onethousand dollars! We haven'tgot one thousand dollars! That's outrag-'

‘Badger, sir!" hissed Sergeant Doppel punki.

Y ou can't pay? said the old man.

'We don't have that kind of money! Weve had to spend alot of money bringing in food!'

'Y ou don't haveany money? said the old man.

'Nothing like that amount, no!

The old man scratched his chin. 'Hmm," he said, 'l can see where that's going to be a bit difficult,
because... let'ssee..." He scribbled in his notebook for amoment and then looked up. Y ou aready owe

usfour hundred and sixty-seven dollars and nineteen pence for cdl-out, travel and miscellaneous
sundries!’

'What? He hasn't blown anote!’

'Ah, but he'sready to,' said the old man. 'We've come dl thisway. Y ou can't pay? Bit of what they call a
imp arse, then. He's got to leadsomething out of the town, you see. Otherwise the newsl| get around
and no-onell show him any respect, and if you haven't got respect, what have you got? If apiper doesn't
have respect, he's'

-rubbish,’ said avoice. 'l think he'srubbish.’

The piper raised the brim of hishat.

The crowd in front of Keith parted in ahurry.

'Y eah? said the piper.

'I don't think he can pipe up even onerat,’ said Keith. 'He'sjust afraud and abully. Huh, I bet I can
pipe up more ratsthan him.'

Some of the people in the crowd began to creep away. No-one wanted to be around when the rat piper
lost histemper.

The piper swung his boots down onto the ground and pushed his hat back on his head. 'Y ou arat piper,
kid? he said softly.

Keith stuck out hischin defiantly. "Yes. And don't cal mekid... old man.’



The piper grinned. 'Ah," he said. 'l knew | was going to like this place. And you can make arat dance,
canyou, kid?

'More than you can, piper.’
‘Sounds like a chalenge to me,’ said the piper.

"The piper doesn't accept challenges from-' the old man on the cart began, but the rat piper waved him
into slence.

"Y'know, kid, he said, ‘thisisn't thefirst time some kid hastried this. I'm walking down the street and
someone yells, "Go for your piccolo, mister!” and | turn around, and it'sawaysakid like you with a
stupid-looking face. Now, | don't want anyone to say I'm an unfair man, kid, soif you'd just careto
gpologize you might walk away from here with the same number of legsyou started with'

"You'refrightened .' Maliciastepped out of the crowd.
The piper grinned & her. 'Yeah? hesaid.

'Y es, because everyone knows what happens at atime like this. Let me ask this stupid-looking kid, who
I've never seen before: are you an orphan?

'Yes,' said Keith.
'Do you know nothing about your background at al?
'‘No.'

'‘Ahal" said Madlicia. 'That provesit! Weall know what happens when amysterious orphan turns up and
challenges someone big and powerful, don't we? It's like being the third and youngest son of aking. He
canthdp but win!'

She looked triumphantly at the crowd. But the crowd looked doubtful. They hadn't read as many stories
asMadlicia, and were rather attached to the experience of red life, which isthat when someone small and
righteous takes on someone big and nasty heisgrilled bread product, very quickly.

However, someone at the back shouted, 'Give the stupid-looking kid achance! At least helll be
cheaper!" and someone else shouted, Y es, that's right!" and someone €l se shouted, ‘| agree with the other
two!" andno-one seemed to notice that al the voi ces came from near ground level or were associated
with the progress around the crowd of a scruffy-looking cat with half itsfur missng. Instead, therewasa
generd murmuring, no real words, nothing that would get anyone into troubleif the piper turned nasty,
but amuttering indicating, in agenera sense, without wishing to cause umbrage, and seeing everyone's
point of view, and taking one thing with another, and dl things being equd, that people would like to see
the boy given achance, if it'sdl right with you, no offence meant.

The piper shrugged. 'Fine," he said. 'It'll be something to talk about. And when | win, what will | get?

The mayor coughed. 'Isadaughter's hand in marriage usud in these circumstances? he said. 'She has
very good teeth, and would make a goo-awife for anyone with plenty of freewall space-'

'Father!' said Mdicia.



‘Later on, later on, obvioudy,' said the mayor. 'He's unpleasant, but heisrich.'
'No, I'll just take my payment,’ said the piper. ‘One way or another.'

'‘And | said we can't afford it!" said the mayor.

'‘And | said oneway or the other,' said the piper. 'And you, kid?

"Your rat pipe,' said Keith.

'No. It'smagic, kid.'

"Then why are you scared to bet it?

The piper narrowed hiseyes. 'OK, then," he said.

'And thetown must let me solveitsrat problem,’ said Keith.

'And how much willyou charge? said the mayor.

‘Thirty gold pieces! Thirty gold pieces. Go on, say it!" shouted a voice at the back of the crowd.
'No, I won't cost you athing,’ said Keith.

'Idiot!" shouted the voice in the crowd. People looked around, puzzled.
'Nothing at al? said the mayor.

'No, nothing.'

'Er... the hand-in-marriage thing is il on offer, if you-'

'Father!"

'No, that only happensin stories, said Keith. 'And | shal also bring back alot of the food that the rats
gole'

Theyate it!" said the mayor. 'What're you going to do, stick your fingers down their throats?
I said that I'll solveyour rat problem,’ said Keith. ‘Agreed, Mr Mayor?

'Wdll, if you're not charging-'

‘But firdt, | shall need to borrow a pipe,' Keith went on.

'Y ou haven't got one? said the mayor.

It got broken.’

Corpord Knopf nudged the mayor. 'I've got atrombone from when | wasin thearmy,’ he said. ‘It won't



takeamotonipand get it.’
Therat piper burst out laughing.
'Doesn't that count? said the mayor, as Corporal Knopf hurried off.

'What? A trombone for charming rats? No, no, let him try. Can't blame akid for trying. Good with a
trombone, areyou?

'l don't know,' said Keith.

'What do you mean, you don't know?

'I mean, I've never played one. I'd be alot happier with aflute, trumpet, piccolo or Lancre bagpipe, but
I've seen people playing the trombone and it doesn't look too difficult. It's only an overgrown trumpet,
redly.’

'Hah!" said the piper.

The watchman came running back, rubbing a battered trombone with his deeve and therefore making it
just abit more grimy. Keith took it, wiped the mouthpiece, put it to his mouth, pressed the keys afew

times and then blew onelong note.

'‘Seemsto work,' hesaid. 'l expect | canlearn as| go dong.' He gavetherat piper abrief smile. 'Do you
want to go first?

"Y ou won't charm one rat with that mess, kid," said the piper, 'but I'm glad I'm hereto seeyou try.’

Keith gave him asmile again, took a bregth, and played.

There was atune there. The instrument squeaked and wheezed, because Corpora Knopf had
occasionaly used the thing as ahammer, but there was atune, quite fast, amost jaunty. Y ou could tap
your feet to it.

Someone tapped hisfeet to it.

Sardines emerged from acrack in anearby wall, going 'hwunftwothreefour ' under hisbreath. The
crowd him dance ferocioudy across the cobbles until he disappeared into adrain. Then they broke into

applause.

The piper looked at Keith. 'Did that one have ahat on? he said.
I didn't notice,’ said Keith. 'Y our go.'

The piper pulled ashort length of pipe from insde hisjacket. He took another length from his pocket,
and dotted it into place on thefirst piece. It wentclick, inamilitary kind of way.

Still watching Keith, and still grinning, the piper took a mouthpiece from histop pocket, and screwed it
into the rest of the pipe with another, very find,click .

Then he put it to hismouth and played.



From her lookout on aroof Big Savings shouted down adrainpipe, 'Now!" Then she pushed two lumps
of cotton-wool in her ears.

At the bottom of the pipe, Inbrine shouted into adrain, 'Now!" and then he too snatched up his earplugs.

...0w, ow, ow echoed through the pipes...

... 'Now!" shouted Darktan in the room of cages. He rammed some straw into the drainpipe. 'Everyone
block their ears!’

They'd done their best with therat cages. Maliciahad brought blankets, and the rats had spent afeverish
hour blocking up holes with mud. They'd done their best to feed the prisoners properly, too, and even

though they were only keekees it was heartbreaking to see them cower so desperately.

Darktan turned to Nourishing. 'Got your ears blocked? he said.

'Pardon?

'Good!" Darktan picked up two lumps of cotton-wool. The silly-sounding girl better be right about this
suff," he said. 'l don't think many of us have got any strength left to run.’

The piper blew again, and then stared at his pipe.

‘Just onerat,' said Keith. "Any rat you like."

The piper glared at him, and blew again. 'l can't hear anything,' said the mayor.

'Humans can't,’ muttered the piper.

'Perhapsit's broken,' said Keith helpfully.

The piper tried again. There was murmuring from the crowd. 'Y ou've done something, he hissed.

'Oh yes? said Mdiicia, loudly. 'What could he have done? Told the rats to stay underground with their
ears blocked up?

The murmuring turned into muffled laughter.

The piper tried one more time. Keith felt the hairs stand up on the back of his neck.

A rat emerged. It moved dowly across the cobbles, bouncing from side to sde, until it reached the
piper'sfeat, whereit fel over and started making awhirring noise.
People's mouths fell open. It wasaMr Clicky.

The piper nudged it with hisfoot. The clockwork rat rolled over afew times and then its spring, asa
result of months of being punished in traps, gave up. There was apoiyonngggg, and a brief shower of

cogwhesdls.
The crowd burst out laughing.



'Hmm,' said the piper, and thistime the look he gave Keith was shaded with grudging admiration. 'OK,
kid, he said. 'Shall you and | have alittle talk? Piper to piper? Over by the fountain?

'Provided people can see us,' said Keith.

'Y ou don't trust me, kid?

'Of course not.’

The piper grinned. 'Good. Y ou've got the makings of apiper, | can seethat.’

Over by the fountain, he sat down with his booted legsin front of him, and held out the pipe. It was
bronze, with araised pattern of brassratson it, and it glinted in the sunlight.

'Here,' said the piper. Takeit. It'sagood one. I've got plenty of others. Go on, takeit. I'd like to hear
youplay it

Keth looked at it uncertainly.

It'sall trickery, kid,' said the piper, asthe pipe shone like a sunbeam. 'See the little dider there? Move it
down and the pipe plays a specia note humans can't hear. Rats can. Sends 'em nuts. They come rushing
out of the ground and you drive ‘eminto theriver, just like a sheepdog.

That'sdl thereistoit? said Keith.
"Y ou were expecting something more?
'Wéll, yes. They say you turn people into badgers and lead children into magic caves and-'

The piper leaned forward conspiratorialy. ‘It dways paysto advertise, kid. Sometimes these little towns
can be pretty dow when it comesto parting with the cash. 'Cos the thing about turning people into
badgersand al therest of that stuff isthis: it never happensround here . Most of the people round here
never go more than ten milesaway in their lives. They'll believe just about anything could happen fifty
miles away. Once the story gets around, it does your work for you. Half the things people say 1've done
evenl didn't make up.’

Tell me," said Keith, 'have you ever met someone called Maurice?

'Maurice? Maurice? | don't think so.'

'‘Amazing,' said Keith. He took the pipe, and gave the piper along, dow stare. ‘And now, piper,' he
said, 'l think you're going to lead the rats out of town. It's going to be the most impressive job you've
ever done’

'Hey?What? 'Y ou won, kid.'

'You'll lead out the rats because that's how it should go,' said Keith, polishing the pipe on hisdeeve.
'Why do you charge such alot?

‘Because | give'em ashow,’ said the piper. The fancy clothes, the bullying... charging alot is part of the



wholething. Y ou've got to give 'em magic, kid. Let 'em think you're just afancy rat-catcher and you'll be
lucky to get acheese lunch and awarm handshake.'

'WEell do it together, and the rats willfollow us, redly follow usinto the river. Don't bother about the
trick note, thiswill be even better. Itll be... itll beagredt... Sory,' sad Keth. 'And you'll get your
money. Three hundred dollars, wasn't it? But you'll settle for half, because I'm helping you.'

'What are you playing at, kid?| told you, you won.'

'Everyonewins. Trust me. They cdled you in. They should pay the piper. Besides...' Keith smiled. 'l
don't want people to think pipers shouldn't get paid, do 1?7

'‘And | thought you were just a stupid-looking kid," said the piper. "What kind of adeal have you got with
therats?

'Y ou wouldn't believeit, piper. Y ou wouldn't believeit.'

Inbrine scurried through the tunnels, scrabbled through the mud and straw that had been used to block
the last one, and jumped into the cage room. The Clan rats unblocked their ears when they saw him.

'He'sdoing it? said Darktan.

'Yessr! Right now!!

Darktan looked up at the cages. Thekeekees were more subdued, now that the rat king was dead and
they'd been fed. But by the smdll of it they were desperate to leave this place. And ratsin apanic will
follow other rats...

'OK," he said. 'Runners, get ready! Open the cages! Make sure they're following you! Go! Go! Go!'

And that was aimost the end of the story.

How the crowd yelled when rats erupted from every hole and drain. How they cheered when both
pipers danced out of the town, with the rats racing aong behind them. How they whistled when therats
plunged off the bridge into theriver.

They didn't notice that some rats stayed on the bridge, urging the others with shouts of 'Remember,
strong regular strokes!" and There's a nice beach just downstream!” and 'Hit the water feet fird, it won't
hurt so much!’

Evenif they had noticed, they probably wouldn't have said anything. Details like that dont fit in.

And the piper danced off over the hills and never, ever came back.

Therewas generd gpplause. It had been agood show, everyone agreed, even if it had been expensive.
It was definitely something to tell their children.

The stupid-looking kid, the one who had duelled with the piper, strolled back into the square. He got a
round of applausetoo. It was turning out to be agood day al round. People wondered if they'd haveto
have extra children to make room for al the stories.



But they redized they'd have enough to save for the grandchildren when theother rats arrived.

They were suddenly there, pouring up out of drains and gutters and cracks. They didn't squeak, and they
weren't running. They sat there, watching everyone.

'Here, piper!" shouted the mayor. 'Y ou missed some!’
'No. We're not the rats who follow pipers,’ said avoice. 'We're the rats you have todeal with '

The mayor looked down. A rat was standing by his boots, looking up at him. It appeared to be holding
asword.

'Father,' said Maliciabehind him, 'it would be agood ideato ligen to thisrat.’
Butit'sarat!

'He knows, Father. And he knows how to get your money back and alot of the food and whereto find
some of the people who've been steding food from usdl.’

‘But he'sarat!

'Y es, Father. But if you talk to him properly, he can help us!’

The mayor stared at the assembled ranks of the Clan. 'We should talk torats 7 he said.
'It would be avery good idea, Father.'

‘But they'rerats!’ The mayor seemed to be trying to hold on to thisthought asif it wasalifebelt ona
stormy sea, and he'd drown if he let go of it.

"Scuse me, 'scuse me,' said avoice from beside him. He looked down at adirty, half-scorched cat,
which grinned & him.

'Did thatcat justspeak ? said the mayor.

Maurice looked around. "Which one? he said.

"You! Didyou just talk?

'Would you fed better if | said no? said Maurice.

‘But catscan't talk!"

'Well, | can't promisethat | could give a, you know, full-length after-dinner speech, and don't ask meto
do acomic monologue,' said Maurice, 'and | can't pronounce difficult wordslike "marmalade” and
"lumbago”. But I'm pretty happy with basic repartee and smple wholesome conversation. Speeking asa
cat, I'd like to know what the rat has got to say.’

'Mr Mayor? said Keith, strolling up and twirling the new rat pipein hisfingers. '‘Don't you think it'stime |
sorted out your rat problem once and for al?



‘Sort it out? But-'

'All you haveto do istalk to them. Get your town council together andtalk to them . It'sup to you, Mr
Mayor. You can ydl and shout and call out the dogs and people can run around and flail at the rats with
brooms and, yes, they'll run away. But they won't run far. And they'll come back. When he was standing

next to the bewildered man he leaned towards him and whispered, 'And they live under your floorboards,
sr. They know how to usefire. They knowall about poison. Oh, yes. So... ligento thisrat.’

'Isitthreatening us? said the Mayor, looking down at Darktan.

'‘No, Mr Mayor,' said Darktan, 'I'm offering you...' He glanced a Maurice, who nodded. ... a
wonderful opportunity.’

"You redlycan tak?Y ou can think? said the mayor.
Darktan looked up at him. It had been along night. He didn't want to remember any of it. And now it

was going to be alonger, harder day. He took a deep breath. 'Hereswhat | suggest,' he said. 'Y ou
pretend that rats can think, and I'll promise to pretend that humans can think, too.'

CHAPTER 12
"Well done, Ratty Rupert!" cried the animals of Furry Bottom.

- FromMr Bunnsy Has An Adventure

The crowd clustered into the Rathaus's council hall. Mogt of it had to stay outside, craning over other
peopl€e's heads to see what was going on.

The town council was crammed around one end of their long table. A dozen or so of the senior rats
were crouched at the other end.

And, in the middle, was Maurice. He was suddenly there, leaping up from the floor.

Hopwick the clockmaker glared at the other members of the council. '‘Weretalking to rats!* he
snapped, trying to make himself heard above the hubbub. 'WEll be alaughing stock if thisgetsout! "The
Town That Talked To ItsRats'. Can't you just seeit?

'Rats aren't there to be spoken to,' said Raufman the bootmaker, prodding the mayor with afinger. ‘A
mayor who knew his businesswould send for the ratcatchers!’

'According to my daughter, they arelocked in acdllar, said the mayor. He Stared at the finger.
‘Locked in by your talking rats? said Raufman.
'Locked in by my daughter,’ said the mayor, camly. Take your finger away, Mr Raufman. She'staken

the watchmen down there. She's making very serious alegations, Mr Raufman. She saysthereésalot of
food stored under their shed. She saysthey've been stedling it and sdlling it to theriver traders. The head



rat-catcher isyour brother-in-law, isn't he, Mr Raufman? | remember you were very keen to see him
appointed, weren't you?

There was acommotion outside. Sergeant Doppel punkt pushed hisway through, grinning broadly, and
laid abig sausage on the table.

'One sausageis hardlytheft | said Raufman.

There was rather more commotion in the crowd, which parted to reveal what was, Strictly speaking, a
very dowly moving Corpora Knopf. Thisfact only became clear, though, when held been stripped of
three bags of grain, eight strings of sausages, abarrel of pickled beetroot and fifteen cabbages.

Sergeant Doppel punkt saluted smartly, to the sound of muffled swearing and falling cabbages.
'Requesting permission to take Six men to help us bring up the rest of the stuff, sir!" he said, beaming

heppily.

'‘Where are the rat-catchers? said the mayor.

'Indeep... trouble, Sir,’ said the sergeant. 'l asked them if they wanted to come out, but they said they'd
liketo stay inthere ahbit longer, thanks dl the same, dthough they'd like adrink of water and some fresh
trousers!

'Wasthatall they ssid?

Sergeant Doppel punkt pulled out his notebook. ‘No, sr, they said quite alot. They were crying, actudly.
They said they'd confessto everything in exchange for the fresh trousers. Also, Sir, there wasthis!'

The sergeant stepped out and came back with aheavy box, which he thumped down onto the polished
table. 'Acting on information received from arat, Sir, we took alook under one of the floorboards. There
must be more'n two hundred dollarsinit. Ill-gotten gains, S’

"Y ou got information from arat?

The sergeant pulled Sardines out of his pocket. The rat was eating abiscuit, but he raised his hat politely.

'lsnt that abit... unhygienic? said the mayor.

'No, guv, heswashed his hands,' said Sardines.

'l wastaking to the sergeant!’

'No, gr. Nicelittle chap, gr. Very clean. Reminds me of ahamster | used to have when | wasalad, sir.'

'Well, thank you, sergeant, well done, please go and-'

'His name was Horace,' added the sergeant hel pfully.

"Thank you, sergeant, and now-'

'Does me good to seelittle cheeks bulging with grub again, gr.'



"Thankyou, sergeant!’

When the sergeant had |eft, the mayor turned and stared at Mr Raufman. The man had the grace to ook
embarrassed.

I hardly know the man,’ he said. 'He's just somebody my sister married, that'sal! | hardly ever see him!'

'l quite understand,’ said the mayor. 'And I've no intention of asking the sergeant to go and search your
larder,’ and he gave another little smile, and a sniff, and added, 'yet. Now, where were we?

'l was about to tell you a story,’ said Maurice.
The town council stared at him.
'And your nameis-? said the mayor, who was fedling in quite agood mood now.

‘Maurice,' said Maurice. 'I'm afreglance negotiator, style of thing. | can seeit's difficult for you to talk to
rats, but humansliketaking to cats, right?

‘Likein Dick Livingstone? said Hopwick.

'Y eah, right, him yeah, and-' Maurice began.

'‘And Pussin Boots? said Corpora Knopf.

'Y eah, right, books," said Maurice, scowling.'Anyway... cats can talk to rats, OK? And I'm going to tell
you agtory. But firgt, I'm going to tell you that my dlients, therats, will dl leave thistown if you want them
to, and they won't come back. Ever.'

The humans stared at him. So did therats.

'Will we? said Darktan.

'Will they? said the mayor.

'Yes,' said Maurice. ‘And now, I'm going to tell you astory about the lucky town. | don't know its name
yet. Let's suppose my clientsleave here and move down river, shdl we? There are lots of towns on this
river, I'll be bound. And somewhere theré'satown that'll say, why, wecan do a dedl with therats. And
that will be avery lucky town, because then therell berules, see?

'Not exactly, no," said the mayor.

'Well, in thislucky town, right, alady making, asit might be, atray of cakes, well, dl shell needtodois
shout down the nearest rat hole and say, "Good morning, rats, there's one cake for you, I'll be much
obliged if'n you didn't touch the rest of them™, and the ratswill say "Right you are, missus, no problem at
al". And then-

'Are you saying we shouldbribe the rats? said the mayor.

'Cheaper than pipers. Chegper than rat-catchers,’ said Maurice. 'Anyway, it'll be wages. Wagesfor
what, | hear you cry?



'Did | cry that? said the mayor.

'Y ou were going to,' said Maurice. ‘And | was going to tell you that it'd be wagesfor... for vermin
control.'

'What? But ratsare ver-'
'Don't say it!" said Darktan.
"Vermin like cockroaches,' said Maurice, smoothly. 'l can see you've got alot of them here!’

'Canthey talk? said the mayor. Now he had the dightly hunted expression of anyone who'd been talked
to by Mauricefor any length of time. It said 'I'm going where | don't want to go, but | don't know how to

get off.'

'No," said Maurice. 'Nor can the mice, and nor can norma-can other rats. Well, vermin'll be athing of
the past in that lucky town, because its new ratswill be like apolice force. Why, the Clan'llguard your
larders-sorry, | mean the lardersin that town. No rat-catchers required. Think of the savings. But that'll
only be the gtart. The will be getting richer, too, in the lucky town.’

'How? said Hauptmann the woodcarver, sharply.

‘Because ratswill be working for them," said Maurice. They have to gnaw dl the time to wear their teeth
down, so they might as well be making cuckoo clocks. And the clockmakerswill be doing well, too,

'Why? said Hopwick the clockmaker.

Tiny little paws, very good with little springs and things,' said Maurice. 'And then-'

"Would they just do cuckoo clocks, or could they do other stuff? said Hauptmann.

"-and then ther€'s the whol e tourism aspect,’ said Maurice. 'For example, the Rat Clock. Y ou know that
clock they've got in Bonk? In the town square? Little figures come out every quarter of an hour and bang
the bells? Cling bong bang, bing clongbong? Very popular, you can get postcards and everything. Big
attraction. People come along way just to stand there waiting for it. Well, the lucky town will haverats
griking the belld’

'So what you're saying,' said the clockmaker, ‘isthat if wethat is, if the lucky town had a specia big
clock, and rats, people might cometo seeit?

'‘And stand around waiting for up to aquarter of an hour,' said someone.

‘A perfect timeto buy hand-crafted models of the clock,’ said the clockmaker.
People began to think about this.

'Mugswith ratson,’ said a potter.

'Hand-gnawed souvenir wooden cups and plates,' said Hauptmann.



'Cuddly toy rats!'
'Rats-on-a-stick!"

Darktan took a deep breath. Maurice said, quickly, 'Good idea. Made of toffee, naturdly.' He glanced
towards Keith. "And | expect the town would want to employ its very own rat piper, even. Y ou know.
For ceremonid purposes. "Have your picture drawn with the Officid Rat Piper and hisRats’, sort of

thing.

'Any chance of asmall theatre? said alittle voice.

Darktan spun around. 'Sardines!" he said.

'Wll, guv, | thought if everyone was getting in on the act-' Sardines protested.
'Maurice, we ought to talk about this," said Dangerous Beans, tugging at the cat's leg.

'Excuse me amoment,’ said Maurice, giving the mayor aquick grin, 'l need to consult with my clients. Of
course," he added, 'I'm talking about thelucky town. Which won't be this one because, of course, when
my clients move out some new ratswill movein. There are dways more rats. Andthey won't talk, and
they won't have rules, and they'll widdle in the cream and you'll have to find some new rat-catchers, ones
you can trust, and you won't have as much money because everyone will be going to the other town. Just
athought.

He marched down the table and turned to the rats.

'l wasdoing so well!" he said. 'Y ou could be on ten per cent, you know?Y our faces on mugs,
everything!'

'And isthiswhat we fought for dl night? spat Darktan. 'To bepets ?

'Maurice, thisisn't right, said Dangerous Beans. 'Surely it is better to gppea to the common bond
between intelligent speciesthan-'

'l don't know about intelligent species. We're dedling with humans here," said Maurice. 'Do you know
about wars? Very popular with humans. They fight other humans. Not hugely big on common bonding.’

'Y es, but we are not-'

‘Now listen," said Maurice. "Ten minutes ago these people thought you were pests. Now they think
youre... useful. Who knowswhat | can have them thinking in half an hour?

'Y ou want ustowork for them? said Darktan. "We'vewon our place here!'

Y ou'll beworking foryourself ' said Maurice. 'Look, these people aren't philosophers. They'rejudt...
everyday. They don't understand about the tunnels. Thisis amarket town. Y ou've got to approach them
the right way. Anyway, youwill keep other rats away, and you won't go around widdling in the jam, so
you might aswell get thanked for it." Hetried again. There's going to be alot of shouting, right, yesh.
And then sooner or later you haveto talk." He saw the bewilderment still glazing their eyes, and turned to
Sardinesin desperation. 'Help me," he said.



'He'sright, boss. Y ou've got to give 'em ashow,’ said Sardines, dancing afew steps nervoudly.
"They'll laugh at ud' said Darktan.

‘Better laugh than scream, boss. It'sa start. Y ou gotta dance, boss. Y ou can think and you can fight, but
the world's ways movin', and if you wanna stay ahead you gotta dance.’ He raised his hat and twirled
his cane. On the other side of the room, a couple of humans saw him and chuckled. 'See? he said.

'I'd hoped there was an idand somewhere," said Dangerous Beans. 'A place whererats could redly be
ras.

'‘And we've seen where that leads," said Darktan. "And, you know, | don't think there're any wonderful
idandsin the distance for people like us. Not for us. He sghed. 'If there'sawonderful idand anywhere,
it'shere. But I'm not intending to dance."

'Figure of speech, boss, figure of speech,’ said Sardines, hopping from one foot to the other.

There was athump from the other end of the table. The mayor had hit it with hisfist. 'Weve got to be
practical ! he was saying. 'How much worse off can we be? They cantalk . I'm not goingto go al
through this again, understand? We've got food, weve got alot of the money back, we survived the
piper... these arelucky rats...'

The figures of Keith and Malicialoomed over therats.

It sounds asif my father's coming round to theidea,’ said Mdlicia. 'What about you?

'Discussions are continuing,’ said Maurice.

I...er...I'msorr... er... look, Maurice told mewhereto ook and | found thisin thetunnel,’ said
Malicia. The pages were stuck together, and they were al stained, and they had been sewn together by a
very impatient person, but it was still recognizable asMr Bunnsy Has An Adventure . '| hadtolift up a
lot of drain gratingsto find dl the pages,’ she said.

Theratslooked at it. Then they looked at Dangerous Beans.

It'sMr Bunn -' Peaches began.

I know. | can smdll it," said Dangerous Beans.

Theratsal looked again at the remains of the book.

'It'salie,’ said Peaches.

‘Maybeit'sjust apretty story," said Sardines.

'Yes,' said Dangerous Beans. 'Y es.’ He turned hismisty pink eyesto Darktan, who had to stop himsalf
from crouching, and added: 'Perhapsit'samap.’

If it was astory, and not red life, then humans and rats would have shaken hands and gone oninto a
bright new future,



But sinceit wasred life, there had to be a contract. A war that had been going on since peoplefirst lived
in houses could not end with just a happy smile. And there had to be acommittee. There was so much
detail to be discussed. The town council were on it, and most of the senior rats, and Maurice marched up
and down thetable, joiningin.

Darktan sat at one end. He really wanted to deep. Hiswound ached, histeeth ached, and he hadn't
eaten for ages. For hours the argument flowed back and forwards over his drooping head. He didn't pay
attention to who was doing the talking. Most of thetime, it seemed to be everyone.

'Next item: compulsory bellson al cats. Agreed?

‘Can wejust get back to clause thirty, Mr, er, Maurice? Y ou were saying killing arat would be murder?

"Yes. Of course.’

‘Butit'sjust-'

"Tak to the paw, mister, 'cos the whiskers don't want to know!'

‘The cat isright,’ said the mayor. 'Y ou're out of order, Mr Raufman! Wevebeen through this!

"Then what about if arat stealsfrom me?

'‘Ahem. Then that'll be theft, and the rat will haveto go before the justices.’

'Oh, young-? said Raufman.

'Peaches. I'm arat, Sir.'

'And... er... and the Watch officerswill be able to get down the rat tunnels, will they?

'Y esl Because there will berat officersin the Watch. Therell haveto be,' said Maurice. 'No problem!’

'Redlly? And what does Sergeant Doppel punkt think about that? Sergeant Doppe punkt?

'Er... dunno, sir. Could be dl right, I suppose. | know! couldn't get down arat hole. Well have to make
the badges smdller, of course.’

‘But surdly you wouldn't suggest arat officer could be alowed to arrest ahuman?

'Oh, yes, S, said the sergeant.

'What?

"W, if your rat'saproper sworn-in watchman... | mean, awatchrat... then you can't go around saying
you're not alowed to arrest anyone bigger than you, can you? Could be useful, arat watchman. |
understand they have thistrick where they run up your trouser leg-'

'Gentlemen, we should move on. | suggest this one goesto the sub-committee.

"Which one, sir? We've dready got seventeen!”



Therewas asnort from one of the councillors. Thiswas Mr Schlummer, who was 95 and had been
peacefully adeep al morning. The snort meant that he was waking up.

He stared at the other side of the table. His whiskers moved.
‘Theresarat there!' he said, pointing. ‘Look, mm, bold as brass! A rat! Inahat !"
'Yes, sr. Thisisameeting to talk to therats, Sir,’ said the person beside him.

He looked down and fumbled for his glasses. 'Wassat? he said. Helooked closer. 'Here,' he said,
‘aren't, mm,you arét, too?

'Yes, sr. Name of Nourishing, sir. We're hereto talk to humans. To stop dl thetrouble.”

Mr Schlummer stared at the rat. Then he looked across the table at Sardines, who raised his hat. Then
he looked at the mayor, who nodded. He looked at everyone again, hislips moving as he tried to sort
thisout.

'You'reall talking? hesad, at last.

'Yes, sr,' said Nourishing.

'S0... who'sdoing thelistening? he said.

"We're getting round to that,' said Maurice.

Mr Schlummer glared a him. 'Are you acat? he demanded.

'Yes, gr,' said Maurice.

Mr Schlummer dowly digested this point too. 'l thought we used to kill rats? he said, asif he wasn't
quite certain any more.

'Yes, but, you see, g, thisisthefuture,’ said Maurice.

Isit? said Mr Schlummer. 'Really? | dwayswondered when it was going to happen. Oh, well. Catstalk
now, too? Well done! Got to move with the, mm, the. .. thingsthat move, obvioudy. Wake me up when
they bring the, mm, teaiin, will you, puss?

'Er... it'snot dlowed to cdl cats"puss’ if you're over ten yearsold, Sir,' said Nourishing.

'Clause 19b," said Maurice, firmly. ""No-oneisto cal cats by slly names unlessthey intend to give them
animmediate med". That'smy clause,” he added, proudly.

'Redlly? said Mr Schlummer. 'My word, the futureis strange. Still, | daresay everything needed sorting
out...'

He settled back in his chair, and after awhile began to snore.

Around him the arguments started again, and kept going. A lot of people talked. Some people listened.



Occasiondly, they agreed... and moved on... and argued. But the piles of paper on the table grew
bigger, and looked more and more official.

Darktan forced himsdf to wake up again, and realized that someone was watching him. At the other end
of thetable, the mayor was giving him along, thoughtful stare.

As he watched, the man leaned back and said something to a clerk, who nodded and walked around the
table, past the arguing people, until he reached Darktan.

Heleaned down. 'Can... you... un-der-stand... me? he said, pronouncing each word very carefully.
'Yes... be-cause... I'm... not... stu-pid,’ said Darktan.

'Oh, er... themayor wondersif he can seeyou in his private office,' said the clerk. The door over there.
| could help you down, if you like."

'l could bite your finger, if you like," said Darktan. The mayor was aready walking away from the table.
Darktan did down and followed him. No-one paid any attention to either of them.
The mayor waited until Darktan'stail was out of the way and carefully shut the door.

The room was small and untidy. Paper occupied most flat surfaces. Bookcasesfilled severd of thewalls;
extra books and more paper were stuffed in between the tops of the books and any space in the shelves.

The mayor, moving with exaggerated delicacy, went and sat in abig, rather tatty swive chair, and
looked down at Darktan. 'I'm going to get thiswrong,’ he said. 'l thought we should have a... alittletalk.
Can | pick you up? 1 mean, it'd be easier to talk to you if you were on my desk...'

'No,' said Darktan. 'And it'd be easier to talk toyou if you lay flat on the floor." He Sghed. Hewastoo
tired for games. 'If you put your hand flat on thefloor I'll stand on it and you can raise it up to the height

of the desk, he said, 'but if you try anything nasty I'll bite your thumb off.’

The mayor lifted him up, with extreme caution. Darktan hopped off into the mass of papers, empty
teacups and old pensthat covered the battered |eather top, and stood looking up at the embarrassed

man.
'Er... do you have to do much paperwork in your job? said the mayor.
'Peaches writes things down,' said Darktan, bluntly.
That'sthelittle femalerat that coughs before she speaks, isn't it? said the mayor.
That'sright.'
'‘She'svery... definite, isn't she? said the mayor, and
Darktan could see that he was swegting. 'She's rather frightening some of the councillors, haha'

'Haha,' said Darktan.



The mayor looked miserable. He seemed to be searching for something to say. "'You are, er, settling in
well? hesad.

'| spent part of last night fighting adog in arat pit, and then | think | was stuck in arat trap for awhile,
said Darktan, in avoice likeice. 'And then therewas a bit of awar. Apart from that, | can't complain.'

The mayor gave him aworried look. For the first time he could remember, Darktan felt sorry for a
human. The stupid-looking kid had been different. The mayor seemed to be astired as Darktan felt.

'Look, hesad, 'l think it might work, if that'swhat you want to ask me.’
The mayor brightened up. 'Y ou do? he said. Thereésalot of arguing.’

That'swhy | think it might work,' said Darktan. '"Men and rats arguing. Y ou're not poisoning our cheese,
and we're not widdling in your jam. It's not going to be easy, but it'sadart.’

‘But there's something | have to know," said the mayor.
'Yes?

'Y oucould have poisoned our wells. Y oucould have set fire to our houses. My daughter tellsmeyou are
very... advanced. Y ou don't owe us anything. Why didn't you?

'What for? What would we have done afterwards? said Darktan. 'Gone to another town? Gone through
al thisagain? Would killing you have made anythingbetter for us? Sooner or later we'd haveto talk to
humans. It might aswell beyou.’

'I'mglad you like us' said the mayor.

Darktan opened his mouth to say: Like you? No, wejust don't hate you enough. Werenot friends .

Buit...

Therewould be no morerat pits. No more trgps, no more poisons. True, he was going to haveto
explain to the Clan what a policeman was, and why rat watchmen might chase rats who broke the new
Rules. They weren't going to like that. They weren't going to likethatat all . Even arat with the marks of
the Bone Rat's teeth on him was going to have difficulty with that. But as Maurice had said: they'll do this,
you'll do that. No-one will lose very much and everyone will gain alot. The town will prosper, everyone's
children will grow up, and suddenly, it'll al benormal .

And everyone likes thingsto benormal . They don't like to see norma things changed. It must be worth
atry, thought Darktan.

‘Now | want to ask you aquestion,” he said. "Y ou've been the leader for... how long?
"Ten years,' said the mayor.
'lsn'tit hard?

'Oh, yes. Oh, yes. Everyone argueswith me dl thetime,' said the mayor. ‘Although | must say I'm
expecting alittlelessarguing if al thisworks. But it's not an easy job.'



It'sridiculousto have to shout al the timejust to get things done,’ said Darktan.
‘That'sright,' said the mayor.

'And everyone expects you to decide things," said Darktan.

True!

"The last leader gave me some advice just before he died, and do you know what it was?"Don't egt the
green wobbly bit"!"

'‘Good advice? said the mayor.

'Yes,' said Darktan. 'But all he had to do was be big and tough and fight al the other rats that wanted to
be leader.’

It'sabit like that with the council,’ said the mayor.
'What? said Darktan. Y oubite themintheneck ?
'Not yet,' said the mayor. ‘But it'sathought, | must say.’

'It'sjust dll alot more complicated than | ever thought it would be!" said Darktan, bewildered. '‘Because
after you've learned to shout you haveto learn not to!'

‘Right again,’ said the mayor. 'That's how it works." He put his hand down on the desk, palm up. 'May
|7 hesaid.

Darktan stepped aboard, and kept his balance as the mayor carried him over to the window and set him
downonthesdll.

‘Seetheriver? said the mayor. 'See the houses? See the people in the streets? | have to make it dl
work. Wdll, not theriver, obvioudy, that works by itself. And every year it turns out that | haven't upset
enough peoplefor them to choose anyone else asmayor. So | haveto doit again. It'salot more
complicated than | ever thought it would be.’

'What, for you, too? But you're a human!' said Darktan in astonishment.

'Hah! Y ou think that makesit easier? | thought rats were wild and freg!’

'Hah!" said Darktan.

They both stared out of the window. Down in the square below they could see Keith and Mdicia
walking aong, deep in conversation.

'If you like," said the mayor, after awhile, 'you could have alittle desk herein my office-'

'I'll live underground, thank you dl the same,’ said Darktan, pulling himsdlf together. ‘Little desks are a bit
too Mr Bunnsy.'



The mayor sighed. 'l suppose 0. Er..." Helooked asif he was about to share some guilty secret and, in
away, hewas. 'l did like those bookswhen | was aboy, though. Of course | knew it was all nonsense
but, dl the same, it was niceto think that-'

'Y eah, yeah," said Darktan. 'But the rabbit was stupid. Whoever heard of arabbit talking?

'Oh, yes. | never liked the rabbit. It was the minor characters everyone liked. Ratty Rupert and Phil the
Pheasant and Olly the Snake-'

'Oh, comeon ,' said Darktan. 'He had acollar and tie!"
Wdl?
'Well, how did it stay on? A snakeis tube-shaped!’

'Do you know, | never thought of it like that, said the mayor. 'Silly, redly. He'd wriggle out of i,
wouldn't he?

'And waistcoats on rats don't work.'
‘No?

'No,' said Darktan. 'l tried it. Tool belts are fine, but waistcoats. Dangerous Beans got quite upset about
that. But | told him, you've got to bepractical .'

It'sjust likel dwaystdl my daughter,' said the man. 'Stories are just stories. Life is complicated enough
asitis. We haveto plan for the red world. There's no room for the fantastic.’

'Exactly, said therat.

And man and rat talked, asthe long light faded into the evening.

A man was painting, very carefully, alittle picture underneath the Street sign that said 'River Street'. It
was along way undernegth, only just higher than the pavement, and he had to knedl down. He kept
referring to asmal piece of paper in his hand.

The picture looked like:

Keith laughed. 'What's funny? said Mdicia.

It'sin the Rat aphabet,’ said Keith. It says Water+Fast+Stones. The streets have got cobbles on, right?
S0 rats see them as stones. It means River Street.!

‘Both languages on the street Signs. Clause 193, said Malicia. That'sfast. They only agreed that two
hours ago. | suppose that meansthere will betiny signsin human language in the rat tunnels?

'l hope not,' said Keith.

'Why not?



'Because rats mostly mark their tunndls by widdling on them.'

Hewasimpressed a the way Mdicia's expresson didn't change a bit. ‘I can seeweredl going to have
to make some important menta adjustments,' she said, thoughtfully. ‘It was odd about Maurice, though,
after my father told him there were plenty of kind old ladiesin the town that'd be happy to givehim a
home!'

"Y ou mean when he said that wouldn't be any fun, getting it that way? said Keith.

'Y es. Do you know what he meant?

‘Sort of. He meant hes Maurice,' said Keith. 'l think he had the time of hislife, strutting up and down the
table ordering everyone around. He even said the rats could keep the money! He said alittlevoicein his
head told him it wasredly theird!'

Malicia gppeared to think about thingsfor awhile, and then said, asif it wasn't very important redlly,
'And, er... you're staying, yes?

'Clause 9, Resident Rat Piper, said Keith. 'l get an officid suit that | don't have to share with anyone, a
hat with afeather and a pipe dlowance.'

‘That will be... quite sstisfactory,' said Mdicia 'Er...'
'Yes?

'When | told you that | had two sisters, er, that wasn't entirely true,’ she said. 'Er... it wasn't alie, of
course, but it wasjudt... enhanced abit.’

lYal
'I mean it would be moreliterally trueto say that | have, in fact, no sistersat dl.'
'Ah,' said Keith.

‘But | have millions of friends, of course,’ Maliciawent on. Shelooked, K eith thought, absolutely
miserable,

‘That'samazing, he said. 'Most peoplejust have afew dozen.'

‘Millions,’ said Mdlicia. 'Obvioudy, there's aways room for another one.’

'Good," said Keith.

'‘And, er, theré's Clause 5, said Mdlicia, still looking abit nervous.

'Oh, yes,' said Keith. 'That one puzzled everyone. "A dap-up teawith cream buns and amedd”, right?
'Yes,' said Malicia. "It wouldn't be properly over, otherwise. Would you, er, join me?

Keith nodded. He stared around at the town. It seemed anice place. Just the right size. A man could



find afuture here...

‘Just one question..." he said.

'Yes? said Mdicia, meekly.

'How long does it take to become mayor?

Thereésatown in Uberwad where, every time the clock shows aquarter of an hour, the rats come out
and strikethe bells.

And people watch, and cheer, and buy the souvenir gnawed mugs and plates and spoons and clocks
and other things which have no use whatsoever other than to be bought and taken home. And they goto
the Rat Museum, and they eat RatBurgers (Guaranteed No Rat) and buy Rat Earsthat you can wear and
buy the books of Rat poetry in Rat language and say 'how odd' when they see the streets signsin Rat and
marvel a how the whole place ssems so clean. ..

And once aday the town's Rat Piper, who israther young, plays his pipes and the rats dance to the
music, usudly inacongaline. It'svery popular (on specid daysalittle tap-dancing rat organizes vast
dancing spectaculars, with hundreds of ratsin sequins, and water ballet in the fountains, and €laborate
Sets).

And there are lectures about the Rat Tax and how the whole system works, and how therats have a
town of their own under the human town, and get free use of the library, and even sometimes send their
young ratsto the school. And everyone says. How perfect, how well organized, howamazng!

And then most of them go back to their own towns and set their traps and put down their poisons,
because some minds you couldn't change with a hatchet. But afew see the world as a different place.

It's not perfect, but it works. The thing about storiesisthat you have to pick the onesthat last.
And far downstream a handsome cet, with only afew bare patches still initsfur, jumped off abarge,

sauntered aong the dock, and entered alarge and prosperous town. It spent afew days beating up the
locd cats and getting the fed of the place and, most of dl, in Stting and watching.

Findly, it saw what it wanted. It followed ayoung lad out of the city. He was carrying astickover his

back, on the end of which was aknotted handkerchief of the kind used by peoplein story circumstances
to carry dl their worldly goods. The cat grinned to himsdlf. If you knew their dreams, you could handle

people.

The cat followed the boy al the way to the first milestone aong the road, where the boy stopped for a
rest. And heard:

'Hey, stupid-looking kid? Wannabe Lord Mayor? Nah, down here, kid...'

Because some stories end, but old stories go on, and you gotta dance to the music if you want to stay
ahead.

THEEND

AUTHOR'SNOTE



| think | have read, in the past few months, more about rats than is good for me. Most of the true
stuff-or, a least, the Stuff that people say istrue-is so unbdievablethat | didn't includeit in case readers
thought I'd made it up.

Rats have been known to escape from arat pit using the same method Darktan used on poor Jacko. If
you don't believe it, thiswas witnessed by Old Alf, Immaand Uncle Bob. | have it on the best authority.

Rat kingsredly exist.How they come into existence isamystery; in this book Maliciamentions acouple
of thetheories. | am indebted to Dr Jack Cohen for amore modern and depressing one, which is that
down the ages some cruel and inventive people have had atogether too much time on their hands.

FOOT NOTES

[1]: Y ou scrape the butter on. Then you scrape the butter off. Then you eat the bread.

[2]: It'shard to trandate'sr' into Rat Therat word for'sr' isn't aword; it's a sort of momentary crouch,
indicating that, just at the moment, the crouching rat is prepared to accept that the other rat is the boss,
but that he or she shouldn't get funny about it.

[3]: Rat measurement. About an inch.

[4]: Therats had found onein the town of Quirm, which iswhere they'd got the Mr Clickies. They were
on ashdf labelled Kitty Toys, along with abox of squeaky rubber rats called, with great imagination,

Mr Squeaky. Therats had tried to set off traps by poking them with arubber rat on the end of astick,
but the squeak when the trap shut upset everyone. No-one cared about what happened to aMr Clicky.



