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KI NG r at

"A genui ne
contribution
to London's

subterranean nmythology .. . It's humane and
delinquent. And it bites"

I AIN SI NCLAI R

"Full of the rank energy of Jungle rhythnms, China
Meville's rat's nest of a book gives a new neani ng
to the term'alternative London', a ki ngdom we
didn't know we'd inherited. KING RAT goes down

as sweetly as week-ol d garbage, to | eave the

reader eyeing specul atively the manhol e covers

of Soho and Battersea. A knotted, toothy, thought
provoki ng read."

M JOHN HARRI SON

"China Meville is an intriguing new voice in British
fantasy. He's inventing a | anguage for Jungl e London
that's both ancient and part of the city's future."

CHRI STOPHER FOALER

"A story so conpelling you al nbst haven't time to
notice how fine the witing is: a dark nyth reinvented
for our time and for London in particular with great
wit, style and inagination”

RAMSEY CAMPBELL

"KI NG RAT takes us out of the high courts of fairy
tale, away fromthe romanticised city streets of nmany

current fantasies, down into the sewers . . . And his
characters are fabul ous, even the bit players ..

This is a riveting, brilliant novel. The |anguage
sings, the concepts are original and engrossing ... an

utter delight"

CHARLES DE LI NT
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TO MAX
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provided a soundtrack. Awe and gratitude especially

to A Quy Called Gerald for the subline doc: old,

now, but still the nost terrifying slab of guerrilla bass
ever conmitted to vinyl. Rew nd.
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A London Sonetin'...
Tek9
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KI NG RAT

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/China%20Mieville%20-%20King%20Rat.txt (9 of 422) [10/15/2004 2:24:56 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/China%20M i evill€9620-%20K ing%20Rat. txt

I can squeeze between buil di ngs through spaces you
can't even see. | can wal k behind you so cl ose ny
breath rai ses goosefl esh on your neck and you won't
hear ne. | can hear the nuscles in your eyes contract
when your pupils dilate. | can feed off your filth and
live in your house and sl eep under your bed and you
wi Il never know unless | want you to.

I clinb above the streets. Al the dinensions of the city
are open to ne. Your walls are ny walls and ny ceilings
and ny floors.

The wi nd whips nmy overcoat with a sound |ike

washing on a line. A thousand scratches on ny arms

tingle like electricity as | scale roofs and nove through
squat copses of chimeys. | have busi ness tonight.

| spill like nercury over the lip of a building and
slither down drainpipes to the alley fifty feet bel ow
| slide silently through piles of rubbish in the sepia
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| ampl i ght and crack the seal on the sewers, pulling the
metal cover out of the street w thout a sound.

Now | amin darkness but | can still see. | can hear

the growing of water through the tunnels. | amup to

my waist in your shit, | can feel it tugging at ne, | can
snell it. | know nmy way through these passages.

| am headi ng north, submerged in the current,

wadi ng, clinging to walls and ceiling. Live things
scuttle and slither to get out of ny way. | weave

wi thout hesitation through the dank corridors. The
rain has been fitful and hesitant but all the water in
London seens eager to reach its destination tonight.
The brick rivers of the underground are swollen. | dive
under the surface and swmin the cloying dark unti
the tine has cone to energe and | rise fromthe

deeps, dripping. | pass noiselessly again through the
pavemnent .

Towering above ne is the red brick of ny destination.
A great dark mass broken with squares of

irrelevant light. One glimrering in the shadow of the
eaves holds ny attention. | straddle the corner of

the buil ding and ease ny way up. | am sl ower now.

The sound of television and the snell of food seep out
of the wi ndow, which | amreachi ng towards now,

which | amrattling nowwith nmy | ong nails, scratching,
a sound like a pigeon or a twig, an intriguing

sound, bait.
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PART ONE

GLASS
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CHAPTERONE

The trains that enter London arrive like ships sailing
across the roofs. They pass between towers jutting
into the sky like | ong-necked sea beasts and the great
gas-cylinders wallowing in dirty scrub |like whales. In
the depths below are lines of snall shops and obscure
franchi ses, cafes with peeling paint and busi nesses
tucked into the arches over which the trains pass. The
colours and curves of graffiti mark every wall. Top

fl oor wi ndows pass by so close that passengers can
peer inside, into snall bare offices and store cupboards.
They can nake out the contours of trade

cal endars and pin-ups on the walls.

The rhythns of London are played out here, in the
spraw ing flat zone between suburbs and centre.

Gradually the streets wi den and the names of the

shops and cafes becone nore famliar; the main roads

are nore salubrious; the traffic is denser; and the city
rises to neet the tracks.

At the end of a day in October a train nade this
journey towards King's Cross. Flanked by air, it
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progressed over the outlands of North London, the

city building up belowit as it neared the Holl oway
Road. The peopl e beneath ignored its passage. Only
children | ooked up as it clattered overhead, and sone
of the very young pointed. As the train drew closer to
the station, it slipped below the |evel of the roofs.

There were few people in the carriage to watch the
bricks rise around them The sky di sappeared above
the wi ndows. A cloud of pigeons rose froma hiding
pl ace beside the tracks and wheel ed off to the east.

The flurry of wings and bodies distracted a thickset
young nman at the rear of the conpartment. He had

been trying not to stare openly at the wonman sitting
opposite him Thick with rel axer, her hair had been
teased fromits tight curls and was coiled |ike snakes
on her head. The man broke off his furtive scrutiny as
the birds passed by, and he ran his hands through his
own cropped hair.

The train was now bel ow the houses. It wound

through a deep groove in the city, as if the years of
passage had worn down the concrete under the tracks.

Saul Garanond gl anced again at the worman sitting in

front of him and turned his attention to the w ndows.
The light in the carriage had made themmrrors, and

he stared at hinmself, his heavy face. Beyond his face
was a |ayer of brick, dimy visible, and beyond that

the cellars of the houses that rose like cliffs on either
si de.

It was days since Saul had been in the city.
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Every rattle of the tracks took himcloser to his
hone. He closed his eyes.

CQut si de, the gash through which the tracks passed

had wi dened as the station approached. The walls on
either side were punctuated by dark al coves, snall
caves full of rubbish a few feet fromthe track. The
sil houettes of cranes arched over the skyline. The

wal I's around the train parted. Tracks fanned away on
either side as the train slowed and edged its way into
King's Cross.

The passengers rose. Saul swung his bag over his

shoul der and shuffled out of the carriage. Freezing air
stretched up to the great vaulted ceilings. The cold
shocked him Saul hurried through the buil dings,

t hrough the crowds, threading his way between knots

of people. He still had a way to go. He headed underground.

He could feel the presence of the popul ation

around him After days in a tent on the Suffol k coast,
the weight of ten mllion people so close to him
seened to make the air vibrate. The tube was full of
garish colours and bare flesh, as people headed to
clubs and parti es.

Hi s father would probably be waiting for him He

knew Saul was coni ng back, and he would surely

make an effort to be welcomng, forfeiting his usua
evening in the pub to greet his son. Saul already
resented himfor that. He felt gauche and uncharitable,
but he despised his father's faltering attenpts to
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comuni cate. He was happi er when the two of them
avoi ded each other. Being surly was easy, and felt
nmor e honest .

By the tine his tube train burst out of the tunnels of
the Jubilee Line it was dark. Saul knew the route.

The darkness transformed the rubbl e behind Finchley
Road into a dinmy glinpsed no-nman' s-1and, but he

was able to fill in the details he could not see, even
down to the tags and the graffiti. Burner. Nax. Cona.
He knew the nanes of the intrepid little rebels
clutching their magi c markers, and he knew where

t hey had been.

The grandi ose tower of the Gaunont State cinema

jutted into the sky on his left, a bizarre totalitarian
monument anong the budget groceries and hoardi ngs

of Kilburn Hi gh Road. Saul could feel the cold

through the wi ndows and he wapped his coat around

himas the train neared WI Il esden station. The passengers
had t hinned. Saul left only a very few behind

hi mas he got out of the carriage.

Qutside the station he huddl ed agai nst the chill

The air snelt faintly of snoke from some | oca
bonfire, someone clearing his allotnent. Saul set off
down the hill towards the library.

He stopped at a takeaway and ate as he wal ked,
moving slowy to avoid spilling soy sauce and veget abl es
down hinself. Saul was sorry the sun had gone

10

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/China%20Mieville%20-%20King%20Rat.txt (16 of 422) [10/15/2004 2:24:56 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/China%20M i evill€9620-%20K ing%20Rat. txt

down. WIllesden lent itself to spectacular sunsets. On

a day like today, when there were few clouds, its | ow
skyline let the Iight flood the streets, pouring into the
strangest crevices; the windows that faced each ot her
bounced the rays endl essly back and forth between
thensel ves and sent it hurtling in unpredictable directions;
the rows and rows of brick glowed as if lit from

wit hin.

Saul turned into the backstreets. He wound

through the cold until his father's house rose before
him Terragon Mansions was an ugly Victorian bl ock

squat and nean-looking for all its size. It was fronted
by the garden: a strip of dirty vegetation frequented
only by dogs. His father lived on the top floor. Saul

| ooked up and saw that the Iights were on. He clinbed
the steps and let hinself in, glancing into the darkness
of the bushes and scrub on either side.

He ignored the huge Iift with its steel-nmesh door,

not wanting its groans to announce him |nstead he
crept up the flights of stairs and gently unl ocked his
father's door.

The flat was freezing.

Saul stood in the hall and listened. He could hear
the sound of the television frombehind the sitting
room door. He waited, but his father was silent. Saul
shivered and | ooked around him

He knew he should go in, should rouse his father
from slunmber, and he even got as far as reaching for
the door. But he stopped and | ooked at his own room

11
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He sneered at hinself in disgust, but he crept towards
it anyway.

He coul d apol ogize in the norning. | thought you
were asl eep, Dad. | heard you snoring. | came in drunk
and fell into bed. |I was so knackered | woul dn't have

been any kind of conpany anyway. He cocked an

ear, heard only the voices of one of the |ate-night
di scussion programes his father so | oved, nuffled
and pompous. Saul turned away and slipped into his
room

Sl eep cane easily. Saul dreaned of being cold, and

woke once in the night to pull his duvet closer. He
dreaned of slamm ng, a heavy beating noise, so |oud

it pulled himout of sleep and he realized it was real, it
was there. Adrenaline surged through him naking
himtrenble. H's heart quivered and |urched as he

swung out of bed.

It was icy in the flat.
Soneone was poundi ng on the front door

The noi se would not stop, it was frightening him
He was shaking, disorientated. It was not yet |ight.
Saul glanced at his clock. It was a little after six. He

stunbled into the hall. The horrible bang bang bang was incessant,

as well,
distorted and unintelligible.

He fought into a shin and shouted: '"Wwo is it?

12

and now he coul d hear shouting
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The slamm ng did not stop. He called out again,
and this tinme a voice was rai sed above the din.

"Police!'

Saul struggled to clear his head. Wth a sudden

pani ¢ he thought of the small stash of dope in his
drawer, but that was absurd. He was no drugs kingpin,
no one would waste a dawn raid on him He was

reaching out to open the door, his heart still tearing,
when he suddenly renmenbered to check that they

were who they clainmed, but it was too late now, the
door flew back and knocked hi m down as a torrent of
bodi es streanmed into the flat.

Bl ue trousers and big shoes all around him Saul

was yanked to his feet. He started to flail at the

i ntruders. Anger waxed with his fear. He tried to yel
but someone snacked himin the stomach and he
doubl ed up. Voices were reverberating everywhere
around him nmaking no sense.

' cold like a bastard ...’
cocky little cunt...
fucking gl ass, watch yourself..."

his son, or what? Hi gh as a fucking kite, nust
be ...’

And above all these voices he could hear a weather

forecast, the cheery tones of a breakfast tel evision presenter.
Saul struggled to turn and face the men who

were hol ding himso tight.

"What the fuck's going on?'" he gasped. Wt hout

13
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speaki ng, the nmen propelled himinto the sitting
room

The roomwas full of police, but Saul saw straight

through them He saw the television first: the woman

in the bright suit was warning himit would be chilly
again today. On the sofa was a plate of congeal ed

pasta, and a hal f-drunk gl ass of beer sat on the floor.

Col d gusts of air caught at himand he | ooked up

at the wi ndow, out over houses. The curtains were

billowi ng dramatically. He saw that jags of glass littered
the floor. There was al nost no glass left in the

wi ndowfrane, only a few shards around the edges.

Saul sagged with terror and tried to pull hinmself to
t he wi ndow.

Athin man in civilian clothes turned and saw him
"Down the station now,' he shouted at Saul's captors.

Saul was spun on his heels. The room turned

around himlike a funfair ride, the rows of books
and his father's snall pictures rushing past him He
struggled to turn back.

' Dad! ' he shouted. ' Dad!"’

He was pulled effortlessly out of the flat. The dark

of the corridor was pierced by slivers of light spilling
out of doors. Saul saw unconprehendi ng faces and

hands cl utching at dressing-gowns, as he was haul ed
towards the lift. Neighbours in pyjanmas were staring

at him He bellowed at them as he passed.

He still could not see the nen holding him He

14
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shouted at them begging to know what was goi ng on
pl eadi ng, threatening and railing.

"Where's ny dad? What's goi ng on?'
" Shut up.'
"What's goi ng on?

Sonet hi ng sl anmed into his kidneys, not hard but
with the threat of greater force. 'Shut up.' The lift
door cl osed behind them

"What' s happened to ny fucking dad!'

As soon as he had seen the broken w ndow a voice

i nsi de Saul had spoken quietly. He had not been able

to hear it clearly until now Inside the flat the brutal
crunch of boots and the swearing had drowned it out.

But here where he had been dragged, in the relative
silence of the lift, he could hear it whispering.

Dead, it said. Dad's dead.

Saul 's knees buckl ed. The nmen behind himheld him
upright, but he was utterly weak in their arnms. He
noaned.

"Where's nmy dad?' he pl eaded.

The |ight outside was the col our of the clouds. Blue
strobes swirled on a mass of police cars, staining the
drab buil dings. The frozen air cleared Saul's head. He
tugged desperately at the arns hol ding himas he
struggl ed to see over the hedges that ringed Terragon
Mansi ons. He saw faces staring down fromthe hole

that was his father's window. He saw the glint of a
mllion splinters of glass covering the dying grass. He
saw a mass of uniforned police frozen in a threatening

15
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diorama. Al their faces were turned to him One held

a roll of tape covered in crine scene warnings, a tape

he was stretching around stakes in the ground, circunscribing
a piece of the earth. Inside the chosen

area he saw one man kneeling before a dark shape on

the awn. The man was staring at himlike all the

others. His body obscured the untidy thing. Saul was

swept past before he could see any nore.

He was pushed into one of the cars, |ightheaded

now, hardly able to feel a thing. H s breath cane very
fast. Somewhere along the |ine handcuffs had been
shapped onto his wists. He shouted again at the nen
in front, but they ignored him

The streets rolled by.
They put himin a cell, gave hima cup of tea and warner clothes: a grey cardi gan and corduroy

trousers that stank of alcohol. Saul sat huddled in a
stranger's clothes. He waited for a long tine.

He lay on the bed, draped the thin bl anket around
hi m

Soneti nes he heard the voice inside him Suicide, it
said. Dad's commtted suicide

Sonetimes he would argue with it. It was a ridicul ous

i dea, something his father could never do. Then it
woul d convince himand he m ght start to hyperventilate,
to panic. He closed his ears to it. He kept it quiet.

16
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He would not listen to runmours, even if they cane
frominside hinself.

No one had told himwhy he was there. \Wenever

footsteps went by outside he would shout, sonetines
sweari ng, demandi ng to know what was happeni ng.
Sonetinmes the footsteps would stop and the grille

woul d be lifted on the door. 'W're sorry for the
delay,' a voice would say. '"W'll be with you as soon as
we can,' or 'Shut the fuck up.'

"You can't keep ne here,' he yelled at one point.
"What's going on?" His voice echoed around enmpty
corridors.

Saul sat on the bed and stared at the ceiling.

A fine network of cracks spread out from one
corner. Saul followed themw th his eyes, allow ng
hinself to be nmesnerized.

Wy are you here? the voice inside whispered to
hi m nervously. Wiy do they want you? \Why won't
they speak to you?

Saul sat and stared at the cracks and ignored the
Voi ce.

After a long tinme he heard the key in the [ock. Two

uni formed policenen entered, foll owed by the thin

man Saul had seen in his father's flat. The man was
dressed in the same brown suit and ugly tan raincoat.
He stared at Saul, who returned his gaze from beneath
the dirty blanket, forlorn and pathetic and aggressive.
When the thin man spoke his voice was rmuch softer

than Saul woul d have i magi ned.

17
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"M Garamond,' he said. 'I'msorry to have to tell
you that your father is dead.'

Saul gazed at him That nuch was obvi ous surely,

he felt like shouting, but tears stopped him He tried
to speak through his stream ng eyes and nose, but

coul d issue nothing but a sob. He wept noisily for a
nmnute, then struggled to control hinself. He sniffed
back tears |ike a baby and wi ped his snotty nose on

his sleeve. The three policenmen stood and wat ched

hi minpassively until he had controlled hinself alittle
nore.

"VWhat' s going on?'" he croaked.

"l was hoping you mght be able to tell us that,

Saul ,' said the thin man. His voice renained quite
i rpassive. "lI'm Detective |Inspector Crow ey, Saul
Now, I'mgoing to ask you a few questions ...’

"What happened to Dad?' Saul interrupted. There
was a pause.

"He fell fromthe window, Saul,' Crowey said. 'It's

a long way up. | don't think he suffered any.' There was a pause. 'Did you not realize what had
happened

to your dad, Saul ?'

"l thought maybe sonething... | sawin the

garden ... Wiy am | here? Saul was shaki ng.

Crow ey pursed his lips and noved a little cl oser

"Well, Saul, first let nme apol ogize for how | ong you' ve
been waiting. It's been very hectic out here. | had
hoped soneone mi ght conme and take care of you, but

18
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it seems no one has. |I'msorry about that. I'll be
havi ng a few words.

"As to why you're here, well, it was all a bit confused
back there. W get a call from a nei ghbour

saying there's soneone |ying out front of the building,
we go in, there you are, we don't know who you

are ... you can see howit all gets out of hand.

Anyway, you're here, long and short of it, in the hope
that you can tell us your side of the story.

Saul stared at Crowley. 'My side? he shouted. ' My
side of what? |'ve got home and ny dad's ...’

Crow ey shushed him his hands up, placating,

noddi ng.
"I know, | know, Saul. W've just got to understand
what happened. | want you to cone with ne.' He

gave a sad little snmile as he said this. He | ooked down
at Saul sitting on the bed; dirty, snmelly, in strange
cl ot hes, confused, pugnaci ous, tear-stained and
orphaned. Crow ey's face creased with what | ooked

i ke concern.

"I want to ask you sone questions.'

19
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CHAPTERTWO

Once, when he was three, Saul was sitting on his
father's shoul ders, com ng home fromthe park. They

had passed a group of workmen repairing a road,

and Saul had tangled his hands in his father's hair and
| eaned over and gazed at the bubbling pot of tar his
father pointed out: the pot heating on the van, and the
big metal stick they used to stir it. H's nose was filled
with the thick snell of tar, and as Saul gazed into the
simering glop he renmenbered the witch's caul dron

in Hansel and Gretel and he was seized with the

sudden terror that he would fall into the tar and be
cooked alive. And Saul had squirned backwards and

his father had stopped and asked hi m what was the
matter. When he understood he had taken Saul off his
shoul ders and wal ked with himover to the workmen

who had | eaned on their shovels and grinned quizzically
at the anxious child. Saul's father had | eaned

down and whi spered encouragenent into his ear, and

Saul had asked the nen what the tar was. The men had
told himabout how they would spread it thin and put
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it on the road, and they had stirred it for himas his
father held him He did not fall in. And he was stil
afraid, but not as nuch as he had been, and he knew
why his father had nade himfind out about the tar

and he had been brave.

A mug of milky tea coagulated slowy in front of him
A bor ed- | ooki ng constabl e stood by the door

of the bare room A rhythmc netallic wheeze issued
fromthe tape-recorder on the table. Crow ey sat
opposite him his arnms folded, his face inpassive.
"Tell me about your father.'

Saul's father had been racked with a desperate enbarrassment
whenever his son came home with girls. It

was very inportant to himthat he should not seem

di stant or ol d-fashioned, and in a ghastly nmiscal cul ation
he had tried to put Saul's guests at their ease

He was terrified that he woul d say the wong thing.

The struggle not to bolt for his own room stiffened

him He would stand uneasily in the doorway, a

grimsmle clanped to his face, his voice firm and
serious as he asked the terrified fifteen-year-olds

what they were doing at school and whether they

enjoyed it. Saul would gaze at his father and will

himto | eave. He would stare furiously at the floor as
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his father stolidly discussed the weather and GCSE
Engl i sh.

"I've heard that sonetines you argued. |s that true,
Saul ? Tell me about that.'

When Saul was ten, the time he |liked nost was in the
morni ngs. Saul's father left for work on the rail ways
early, and Saul had half an hour to hinmself in the flat.
He woul d wander around and stare at the titles of the
books his father left Iying on all the surfaces: books
about money and politics and history. His father

woul d al ways pay cl ose attention to what Saul was
doing in history at school, asking what the teachers
had said. He would | ean over his chair, urging Saul not
to believe everything his history teacher told him He
woul d t hrust books at his son, stare at them becone

di stracted, take them back, flick through the pages,
mur mur that Saul was perhaps too young. He woul d

ask his son what he thought about the issues they

di scussed. He took Saul's opinions very seriously.
Soneti mes these di scussions bored Saul. Mre often
they made himfeel uneasy at the sudden welter of

i deas, but inspired.
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"Did your father ever make you feel guilty, Saul?

Sonet hi ng had been poi soned between the two of

t hem when Saul was about sixteen. He had been sure
this was an awkwardness that woul d pass, but once it
had taken root the bitterness would not go. Saul's
father forgot howto talk to him He had not hing

nmore to teach and nothing nore to say. Saul was angry
with his father's disappointnent. His father was di sappointed
at his laziness and his lack of political

fervour. Saul could not make his father feel at ease,
and his father was disappointed at that. Saul had

st opped goi ng on the marches and the denonstrations,
and his father had stopped asking him Every

once in a while there would be an argunment. Doors
woul d slam More usually there was not hi ng.

Saul's father was bad at accepting presents. He

never took wonen to the flat when his son was there.

Once when the twel ve-year-old Saul was being

bullied, his father canme into the school unannounced

and harangued the teachers, to Saul's profound enbarrassnent.

"Do you niss your nother, Saul? Are you sorry you
never knew her?
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Saul's father was a short man with powerful shoul ders
and a body like a thick pillar. He had thinning grey
hair and grey eyes.

The previous Christmas he had given Saul a book

by Lenin. Saul's friends had | aughed at how little the
agei ng man knew his son, but Saul had not felt any
scorn -- only loss. He understood what his father was
trying to offer him

H s father was trying to resolve a paradox. He was
trying to make sense of his bright, educated son letting
life come to himrather than westing what he wanted
fromit. He understood only that his son was dissatisfied.
That nuch was true. In Saul's teenage years he

had been a living cliche, sulky and adrift in ennui. To
his father this could only nean that Saul was paral ysed
in the face of a terrifying and vast future, the whole of
his life, the whole of the. world. Saul had energed,
passed twenty unscat hed, but his father and he woul d
never really be able to tal k together again.

That Christmas, Saul had sat on his bed and turned
the little book over and over in his hands. It was a

| eat her-bound edition illustrated with stark woodcuts
of toiling workers, a beautiful little conmodity. What
Is To Be Done? denmanded the title. Wiat is to be done
with you, Saul?

He read the book. He read Lenin's exhortations
that the future nmust be grasped, struggled for

moul ded, and he knew that his father was trying to
explain the world to him trying to help him His
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father wanted to be his vanguard. Wat paralyses is

fear, his father believed, and what nakes fear is ignorance.
When we learn, we no longer fear. This is tar

and this is what it does, and this is the world, and this
is what it does, and this is what we can do to it.

There was a long time of gentle questions and monosyl | abic
answers. Al nost inperceptibly, the pace of

the interrogation built up. / was out of London, Saul
tried to explain, / was canping. | got in |ate, about

el even, | went straight to bed, | didn't see Dad.

Crow ey was insistent. He ignored Saul's plaintive
evasions. He grew gradually nore aggressive. He
asked Saul about the previous night.

Crowl ey relentlessly reconstructed Saul's route

hone. Saul felt as if he had been sl apped. He was curt,
struggling to control the adrenaline which rushed
through him Crowl ey piled neat on the skeleta

answers Saul offered him threading through WII esden
with such detail that Saul once nore stalked its

dark streets.

"What did you do when you saw your father?
Crow ey asked.

/ did not see ny father, Saul wanted to say, he died
wit hout nme seeing him but instead he heard hinself
whi ne somet hing i naudible Iike a petulant child.

"Did he make you angry when you found him
wai ting for you?' Crow ey said, and Saul felt fear
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spread through himfromthe groin outwards. He
shook hi s head.

"Did he make you angry, Saul? Did you argue?'
"I didn't see him'

"Did you fight, Saul?" A shaken head, no. 'Did you
fight?' No.'Did you?

Ctow ey waited a long tinme for an answer. Eventually
he pursed his lips and scribbled sonething in a

not ebook. He | ooked up and net Saul's eyes, dared
himto speak.

"I didn't see him | don't know what you want... |
wasn't there!' Saul was afraid. Wen, he begged to
know, would they |let himgo? But Crowl ey woul d not
say.

Crow ey and the constable led himback to the cell
There woul d be further interviews, they warned him
They offered himfood which, in a fit of righteous
petul ance, he refused. He did not know if he was
hungry. He felt as if he had forgotten howto tell.

I want to nake a phone call!' Saul called as the
men's footsteps died away, but they did not return and
he did not shout again

Saul lay on the bench and covered his eyes.

He was acutely aware of every sound. He could

hear the tattoo of feet in the corridor |ong before they
passed his door. Miffled conversations of men and

wonen wel l ed up and di ed as they wal ked by;

| aught er sounded suddenly from another part of the
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bui l di ng; cars were nmoving sone way off, their nutterings
filtered by trees and walls.

For a long time Saul lay listening. Was he all owed a
phone cal |l ? he wondered. Who would he call? WAas he
under arrest? But these thoughts seened to take up
very little of his mnd. For the nost part he just lay
and |i stened.

A long tine passed.

Saul opened his eyes with a start. For a nonent he
was uncertai n what had happened.

The sounds were changi ng.

The depth seened to be bl eeding out of all the
noi ses in the world.

Saul could still make out everything he had heard
before, but it was ebbing away into two di mensions.
The change was swi ft and inexorable. Like the curious
echoes of shrieks which fill sw mring pools, the
sounds were clear and audi ble, but enpty.

Saul sat up. A loud scratching startled him the

noi se of his chest agai nst the rough bl anket. He could
hear the thunmp of his heart. The sounds of his body
were as full as ever, unaffected by the strange sonic
vanpirism They seened unnaturally clear. Saul felt
like a cut-out pasted ineptly onto the world. He

moved his head slowy fromside to side, touched his
ears.

A faint patter of boots sounded in the corridor, wan
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and ineffectual. A policeman wal ked past the cell,
steps unconvincing. Saul stood tentatively and | ooke
up at the ceiling. The network of cracks and lines ir
the paint seemed to shift uneasily, the shadows
nmovi ng i nperceptibly, as if a faint Iight were being
moved about the room

Saul's breath cane fast and shallow. The air fehi
stretched out taut and tasted of dust.

Saul noved, reeled, nmade diz/y by the cacophonj
of his own body.

Above the stripped-down nurnurings, slow foot]|

steps becane audi ble. Like the sounds Saul nade

these steps cut through the surroundi ng whi sper
effortlessly, deliberately. O her steps passed them hur- *
riedly in both directions, but the pace of these feet didl
not change. They noved steadily towards his door”

Saul could feel vibrations in the desiccated air

Wt hout thought, he backed into a corner of the
room and stared at the door. The feet stopped. Saw
heard no key in his |ock, but the handle turned anc
t he door swung open

The notion seened to take a long long tinme, the

door fighting its way through air suddenly gl utinousjj
The conplaints of the hinges, enaciated with nal ai se

stretched out long after the door had stopped noving.

The light in the corridor was bright. Saul could nolf
make out the figure who stepped into his cell anc
gently cl osed the door.

The figure stood notionless, regardi ng Saul
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The light in the cell perforned only a rudi mentary
job on the man.

Li ke noonlight it sketched out nothing but an
edge. Two eyes full of dark, a sharp nose and pi nched
nmout h.

Shadows were draped over the face |ike cobwebs.

He was tall but not very tall; his shoul ders were
bunched up tight as if against the wind, a defensive
posture. The vague face was thin and lined; the |ong
dark hair was |ank and unconbed, falling over those
tight shoulders in untidy clots. A shapeless coat of

i ndi scrinmnate grey was draped over dark clothes. The
man plunged his hands into his pockets. H's face was
turned slightly down. He was | ooking at Saul from
beneath his brows.

A snell of rubbish and wet aninals filled the room
The man stood notionl ess, watching Saul from across
the floor.

"You' re safe.

Saul started. He had only dimy seen the man's

nmout h nove, but the harsh whisper echoed in his head as if those Iips were an inch fromhis ear
It took a

nmoment for himto understand what had been said.

"What do you nean?' he said. 'Wo are you?'

"You're safe now. No one can get to you now.' A
strong London accent, an aggressive, secretive snarl
whi spered right in Saul's ear. 'l want you to know
why you're here.’

Saul felt dizzy, swallowed spit made thick with
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phl egm by the atnosphere. He did not, he did nc
under st and what was happeni ng.

"Who are you?' Saul hissed. 'Are you police
VWere's Crow ey?

The man jerked his head in what might have bee
di smi ssal, shock, or a |augh

"How di d you get in?" denanded Saul

"I crept past all the little boys in blue on tippy-toe.

slid hugger-nugger under the counter and | sneake™ ny way to your little queer ken

whj j
you're here?

Saul nodded dunbly.

"They think ...’

' The constabl es think you killed your daddy, but

you didn't, | know that. Granted, you'll have a fine;
time getting themto Adam and Eve that... but | do.',

Saul was shaking. He sank onto the bunk. The
stench which had entered with the man was over!

powering. The voice continued, relentless. 'I've bee
wat chi ng you carefully, you know. Keeping tabs

W've a lot to talk about, you know. | can ... do yofi
a favour.'

Saul was utterly bew | dered. Was this some casualt

off the streets? Someone ill in his head, too ful

al cohol or voices to nake any sense? The air was sti

taut like a bowstring. Wat did this man know aboul his father?

"I don't know who the fuck you are,' he star
slowy. "And | don't know how you got in ..
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"You don't understand.' The whisper becane a little

harsher. 'Listen, matey. We're out of that world now.

Tsfo nore people and no nore people things, get it? look at you,' the voice harsh with disgust.
"Sitting

there in your borrowed duds like a fool, waiting

patiently to get took before the Barnaby. Think they'l

take kindly to your whids? They'|ll bang you up til

you rot, foolish boy." There was a | ong pause. 'And

then | appear, like a bloody angel of mercy. | spring

your jigger, no problem This is where | live, get it?
This is the city where | live. It shares all the points of
yours and theirs, but none of its properties. | go where

I want. And |'mhere to tell you howit is with you
Wel come to ny hone.'

The voice filled the small room it would not give
Saul space or tinme to think

The shadowy face bore down on Saul. The nman was

com ng nearer. He noved in little spurts, his chest

and shoul ders still tight, he approached fromthe side,
zigzagged a little, cane a little closer from anot her
direction, his demeanour at once furtive and aggressive.

Saul swallowed. His head was light, his mouth dry.

He fought for spit. The air was arid and so full of
tension he could alnmost hear it, a faint keening as if
t he sound of the door hinge had never died away. He
could not think, he could only listen

The stinking apparition before himnoved a little
out of the shadows. The filthy trenchcoat was open
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and Saul caught sudden sight of a lighter grey shirtf
under neat h, decorated with rows of black arrowsf
poi nting up, convict chic.

The angle of the man's head was proud, the
shoul ders skul ki ng.

"There's nothing | don't know about RonevillJ

you see. Nor Gay Paree, nor Cairo, nor Berlin, nor nc
city, but London's special to nme, has been for a long
time. Stop |ooking at ne and wondering, boy. You're

not going to get it. I've crept through these brick

when they were barns, then nmills, then factories and
banks. You're not |ooking at people, boy. You shoul d!
count yourself lucky I'"'minterested in you. Because
I'"'mdoing you a big favour.' The man's snarling nonol ogue
paused theatrically.

Thi s was nadness, Saul knew. H's head spun. Nonea

of this meant anything; it was neani ngl ess words, |

| udi crous, he should | augh, but sonmething in the
curdled air held his tongue. He could not speak, he
could not nock. He realized he was crying, or perhaps
his eyes were just watering in the stagnant atnosphere
of the room

H s tears seened to annoy the intruder

' Stop npani ng on about your fat dad,' he spat
"That's all over, and you've nore inportant things to
worry about.

He paused agai n.
"Shall we go?

Saul | ooked up sharply. He reached his voice at last.1
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"What are you tal king about? What do you nean?
He was whi speri ng.

"Shall we go? | said. It's tinme to scarper, it's time to
split, to quit, to take our leave.' The man | ooked about
himconspiratorially, and hid his nmouth behind the

back of his hand in a nelodramatic stage whisper. 'I'm
Breaki ng you out.' He straightened up a little and

nodded his head, that indistinct face bobbing enthusiastically.
"Let's just say your path and nine cross at

this point. It's darkmans outside already, | can snell it,
and it |ooks like they've forgot about you. No Tommy
Tucker for you, it seems, so let's bow out gracefully.

You and |'ve got business together, and this is no place
to conduct it. And if we wait nuch |longer they'll have
banged you up as a nenber of the parenticide club

and eaten the key. There's no justice there, | know So

Il et me ask you one nore tinme ... shall we go?

He could do it, Saul realized. Wth a terrified amazenent he realized he was going to go with this
creature, was going to follow this man whose face he

could not see into the police station, and the two of

t hem woul d escape.

"Who ... what... are you?
"Il tell you that.'

The voice filled Saul up and made himfaint. The
thin face was inches fromhis, silhouetted by the bare
bulb. He tried to see through the obfuscating darkness
and di scern clear features, but the shadows were
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stubborn and subtle. The words nmesnerized himli ke,
a spell, as hypnotic as dance nusic.

"You're in the presence of royalty, mate. | go where j

my subjects go, and my subjects are everywhere. And]
here in the cities there're a mllion crevices for irrjH
kingdom | fill all the spaces in-between.

‘Let ne tell you about ne.
"l can hear the things left unsaid.

"I know the secret |ife of houses and the social life ] of things. | can read the witing on the
wal | .

"l live in old London town.
‘"Let ne tell you who I am

"I"'mthe big-time crine boss. I'"'mthe one that >

stinks. I'mthe scavenger chief, | live where you don't

want ne. I'mthe intruder. | killed the usurper, | take”

you to safekeeping. | killed half your continent one { time. | know when your ships are sinking.
can br eak]

your traps across nmy knee and eat the cheese in yourj

face and nake you blind with nmy piss. |'mthe one!

with the hardest teeth in the world, |I'mthe whiskered']

boy. I"'mthe Duce of the sewers, | run the under-1

ground. |I'mthe king.'

In one sudden novenment he turned to face the doori
and sl oughed the coat from his shoul ders, unveiling
the nane stencilled crudely in black on the back of 1
shirt, between the rows of arrows.

"I'" mKing Rat.'
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CHAPTERTHREE

A long way off to the south, sonewhere in the heart
of the city, a siren sounded nournfully. The snell of
snoke still clung faintly to the air. It nmingled with
exhaust fumes and the whiff of rubbish, all made chil
and even refreshing by the night.

Above the bl ack bags and deserted streets rose the

wal I's of North London; above the walls the slate

roofs; and, above the slates, two figures: one standing
astride the apex of the police station roof |ike a nountain
clinber, the other crouching in the shadow of the

aerial s.

Saul wrapped his arnms tightly around hinself. The
unlikely figure of his saviour |ooned above him He
was sore. Hi s borrowed clothes had rubbed agai nst
concrete many tinmes during his escape, till his skin
was scraped raw and bl eeding, inprinted with a has
relief of cotton weave.

Sonmewhere in the guts of the building under his
feet was the cell he had recently vacated. He supposed
that the police had di scovered himm ssing by now
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He i magi ned them scurrying about frantically, searching
for him |ooking out of windows and filling the
area with cars.

Back in that cell, the grotesque figure calling itself \ King Rat had inpaled Saul with his
gr andi | oquent and!

prepost erous decl amati ons, taking his breath awayl

and rendering himdunmb. Then he had paused again, Jj

and hunched those bony shoul ders defensively. And/

again that invitation, as casual as froma bored | over at jj

a party.

"Shall we go?

Saul had hovered, his heart shaking his body, eager

to follow instructions. King Rat had sidled up to the!
door and gently tugged it open, silent this time. In a
sudden novenent he had poked his head into the?

tight crack between door and franme, and tw sted his
head exaggeratedly in both directions, then reached
hand behi nd himwi t hout | ooki ng back and beckoned

to Saul. Something magi c had conme to take hi maway

and Saul had crept forward with guilt and hope and
excitenent.

King Rat had briefly turned as he approached anc

wi t hout warning, swept himup over his shoulder in
fireman's lift. Saul had |l et out a bark of surprise befor
Ki ng Rat crushed his body against him driving the ;
from himand hissing: 'Shut it.'

Saul lay still as King Rat stal ked forward with easel He jounced up and down as the stinking
figure pace

out of the room Saul |istened.
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Hi s head was flat against the other's back. The snell

of dirt and aninal suffused him He heard a very faint
whi ne as the door was pushed further open. He cl osed

his eyes. The light of the police-station corridor shone
red through his eyelids.

King Rat's thin shoul der dug into Saul's stonach.

Through the flesh of his belly he felt King Rat

pause, then pad forward wi thout the slightest sound.

Saul kept his eyes shut tight. Hs breath cane in starts.
He coul d hear the | ow hubbub of people nearby. He

felt the wall press into him King Rat was huggi ng the
shadows.

From somewhere in front of them cane footsteps,

bri sk and inexorable. The wall scraped al ong Saul's
side as King Rat swiftly sank into a crouch and froze.
Saul held his breath. The footsteps cane cl oser and
closer. Saul wanted to shriek his guilt, his presence,
anything to break the unbearabl e tension.

Wth a tiny breeze and a nonent of warnth, the
f oot st eps passed hy.

The grey shape noved on, one armcoiled tight
around Saul's legs. King Rat was wei ghed down under
Saul's notionless body |ike a grave-robber

King Rat and his cargo passed silently through the
hal I s. Again and agai n footsteps approached, voices,
| aughi ng. Each tine Saul held his breath, King Rat
was still, as peopl e passed by inpossibly close, near
enough to touch, without seeing himor his burden

Saul kept his eyes closed. Through his lids he could
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see changes in darkness and light. Unbidden, his nmr

drew a nap of the station, rendering it a |land of thes

stark and sudden oppositions. Here be nonsters, thought, and felt ridiculously close to giggling.
Hf

became acutely aware of sounds. The echoes he hea

ai ded his hel pl ess cartography, waxing and wani ng ;

the roonms and corridors through which he was carrie

grew and shrank. Another door creaked open, and

Saul was held still.

The echoes hol | owed out, changed direction. Th
bobbi ng of his body increased. He felt hinself born
upwar ds.

Saul opened his eyes. They were on a narrow flighl

of grey stairs, nusty and sterile and badly Iit. Mffled*
sounds cane from above and below. Hi s rescue

carried himup several flights, past floor after floor
filthy wi ndows and doors, eventually comng to res

and ducking his body for Saul to disnmount. Saw

struggl ed off the bony shoul der and | ooked about

hi m

They had reached the top of the building. On his)
left was a white door through which the tapping of
keyboard coul d be heard. There was nowhere else to
go. On all other sides was dirty wall.

Saul turned to his conpanion. 'Wat now?' he
whi sper ed.

King Rat turned back to face the stairs. Directly ir
front of himwas a big greasy wi ndow, high above the
little entresol where the stairs had changed direction. 1
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As Saul stared, the grey figure cocked his head, sniffed

t he expanse of air between hinself and the w ndow

ten feet away. In a burst of feverish notion he | ocked nis hands onto the banister and sprang
astride it, right

foot planted below the left, perfectly still and poised

on the sloping plastic. He seemed to bunch up his

shoul ders, contracting nuscles and sinews relentlessly

one by one. He paused for a nmonent, the sharp

obscure face contorted in a grin or a grinace, then he

burst forward in a silent flurry of linbs, for a nonent

filling the gap between nezzanine and ceiling. He flew
through the air, grasped the handl es of the w ndow

and set his feet on the edge of the tiny sill. And as
suddenly as he had noved he was quite still, a bizarre

shape spreadeagl ed on the glass. H s trenchcoat was
the only thing in notion, sw nging gently.

Saul gasped, clapped his hand over his nouth,
gl anced fearfully over his shoul der at the nearby door

King Rat was sinuously unwinding. His long |inbs

di sentangl ed and his left hand scrabbled quietly at
the wi ndow |l ock. Wth a click and a gust of cold, the
wi ndow opened. His right hand still poised on the sill
the weird apparition twisted his body, pulling it bit by bit out of the narrow opening. He made
hi nsel f

i mpossi bly thin as he squeezed through the vertica
strip of darkness that was all the wi ndow was built to
admt. Hi s passage was as enchanted as that of a genie
froma lanp, clinging as tight to the outside frane as
he had within, poised on a few centinetres of wood
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five stories above the earth, until those uncl ear eyes
were staring at Saul from beyond the filthy gl ass.

Only King Rat's right hand renai ned inside the

police station. It beckoned to Saul. Qutside the dark
figure breathed mist onto the pane, then wote with
the index finger of his left hand. He wote in | ooking
gl ass script so the words appeared the right way round
to Saul

now you he wote, and waited.

Saul tried to clanber onto the banister. He scrabbled
ineffectually as his legs slid towards the floor. He
clung desperately and started to haul hinself up again,
but the weight of his body tugged at him He was

begi nning to pant.

He stared up at the thin figure in the window That
bony hand still stretched out towards him Sau
descended to the mezzanine. Flattening his body as
low as it would go on the wi ndow| edge, the other
swung his hand down, follow ng Saul, reaching

towards the floor. Saul |ooked up at the tiny opening
under the windowfrane: it was no nore than nine

i nches wide. He | ooked down at hinself. He was

broad, a little fleshy. He spread his hands about his
girth, [ooked up at the wi ndow again, |ooked at the
thing waiting for himoutside, shook his head.

The hand stretched towards himclawed the air
inmpatiently, clutched fitfully at nothing. It would not
take no for an answer. Sonewhere below themin the
bui | di ng, a door slamed and two voi ces entered
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the stairwell. Saul stared over the banister, saw feet
and the tops of heads two fl oors bel ow. He junped

back out of sight. The men were rising towards him

The hand still clutched at him outside, that shady face
was tw sted.

Saul positioned hinself underneath the hand,
stretched his arns up and | eapt.

Strong fingers caught himaround his left wist,

| ocked tight, dug into his flesh. He opened his nouth

to cry out, caught hinself, hissed. He was hauled silently
through the air, all thirteen stone of blood and

flesh and cl ot hes. Another hand slid around his body,

a booted foot |ocked efficiently underneath him How

was his sinewy benefactor holding on? Saul twi sted

through the air, saw the wi ndow approach him He turned his head to one side, felt his shoul ders
and

chest lock in the tight space. Hands slid over his body,
findi ng purchase, easing his passage into the outside
worl d. He was slipping through the w ndow now, his

stomach pressing painfully against the lock fixed on

the frame, but noving nmuch too snmoothly through

that narrow gash and out into the shock of cold air.

I npossi bly, he was delivered.
Wnd buffeted him Warm breath tickled his neck.

"Cding on,' cane the hissed order, as Saul was pulled
into the air. Saul clung. He wapped his | egs around
King Rat's thin waist and threw his arms over those
bony shoul ders.

King Rat stood on the tiny |edge, his boots clinging
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precariously to the paint. Saul, who was nuch the

bi gger, perched on his back, frosty with terror. King
Rat's right hand held the w ndowfrane; his |eft hand
was | ocked into an absurdly tiny crack above his head.
Over themrose an expanse of sheer brickwork four or
five feet high crowned with a strip of plastic guttering
Above that the roof, its slates too steep to be seen.

Saul turned his head. His stonach pitched |ike an
anchor. Five floors bel ow hi mwas the rubbish-strewn
concrete of a freezing alley. The shock of vertigo nmade
Saul feel sick. H's mnd shrieked at himto put his feet
on ground. He can't possibly bold on! he thought. He
can't possibly hold on! He felt the lithe body shift
under himand he nearly screaned.

DimMy Saul heard the voices fromthe stairwell
approach the wi ndow, but they suddenly receded as
he felt hinmself noving again.

King Rat lifted his right hand fromthe w ndow

franme, and reached up to wap his fingers around a

nail rusted into the wall, its purpose long forgotten

H s left hand noved now, creeping swiftly along
invisible paths in the brick and nortar to stop suddenly
and grip at a seemingly arbitrary spot in the

surface. Those fingers were acute to unseen clues and
potentials in the architecture.

The booted feet stepped free of the | edge. Saul was
twisted to one side as King Rat swung his right foot
up above his shoul der, suspending hinself and his
burden fromonly clenched white knuckles. H s feet
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scraped at the wall, investigating |ike octopus tentacles,
till they found purchase and | ocked on sone
m nor aberration, sone inperfection of the brick.

King Rat reached up with his right hand, grasping;

then his left, then his right, this tinme gripping the rim

of the black plastic gutter that narked the border

bet ween brick and slate. It creaked dolefully but, unperturbed,
he tugged at it with both hands. He pulled

his knees up into his stomach, his feet planted firmy

agai nst the brick, hung poised for a nonent, then

pushed out with his thighs Iike a sw mer.

Saul and King Rat somersaulted through the air.

Saul heard hinself wail as the wall, the alley below, the
lights of buildings, streetlanps and stars spun around
his head. The guttering cracked as King Rat clung to

it, his hands the centre of the circle his body described.
He released his grip, his feet net the sloping roof
slates, he bent lowto nuffle the sound and, tw sting

his body, flung hinmself flat on the roof itself. Hardly
pausi ng, he scranbled on up the tiles |like a spider

with Saul holding so tight to himit felt as if he would
never cone | oose.

King Rat scanpered on all fours up the slate incline,

hi s heavy boots naking no sound. Like a tightrope

wal ker the surreal figure then crept swiftly along the
apex of the roof towards the chimmeys, and a | oomi ng
tower bl ock beyond. Terror had cemented Saul to his

body, his fingers twisted into the fabric of the stinking
trenchcoat with the tenacity of rigor nortis. But King
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Rat prised himloose with ease and swung himoff his
shoul ders, depositing himshivering in the shadow of
t he chi mey.

And there Saul |ay.

He shivered there for several mnutes, with the

uncl ear shape of the thin man who did inpossible

t hi ngs standi ng above him ignoring him Saul could
feel a part of hinself going into shock, shaking with a
terrible cold out of all proportion to the night w nd.

But the spasm passed., the threat receded.

Something in the insanity of the night cal ned him
What was the point of being afrai d? he wondered. He J|
had suspended all common sense half an hour before "B
and, with that gone, he was free sinply to i merse
hinself in the charged night.

Gradual | y Saul stopped gasping. He unfol ded. He
| ooked up at King Rat, who stood staring at the vast
tower bl ock above them

Saul braced hinmself with his hands, then, hol ding

his breath, he rose to his feet, one planted each side of
the building' s vertex, wobbling with gusts of vertigo.

He steadied hinself with his |left hand agai nst the
chimey stack and relaxed a little. King Rat twitched
his eyes over himmonentarily, then sauntered a few

feet further away, bal ancing on the apex of the roof.

Saul | ooked out over the London skyline. A swell
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of euphoria gathered in himand crescendoed, he
swayed and yel ped with incredul ous | aughter.

"It's unbelievahlel Wat the fuck am | doing up

here?" He swivelled his head to stare at King Rat, who
again stood regarding himw th those inprecise eyes.
King Rat gestured briefly over the chi mey's bulk,

and Saul turned, realizing that those eyes had not been
fixed on himat all. The side of the tower block beyond
was studded with |ights.

"Look at them' King Rat said. 'In the w ndows."'

Saul | ooked and saw, here and there, minuscule

figures bustling past, each reduced to a snatch of
colour and notion. In the centre of the building one
patch of shade remained still: soneone |eaning out of
their flat wi ndow, |ooking over the hillocks and knolls
of slate on which Saul and King Rat stood, brazen in
their night-tinme canoufl age.

' Say goodbye to that now,' King Rat said.
Saul turned his head to face him quizzical

' That geezer there, stopping and staring, that's as

cl ose as you ever got to this before now The place he's

| ooking at now - no, he's not looking at it, he's caught

a glinpse, a hint, it's teasing himout of the corner of

his eye - that's your gaff now, nme old son.' Enpotion

was di sguised in King Rat's bass snarl, but he seened
satisfied, as if with a job well done. 'The rest of it,

that's just in-between for you now Al the main

streets, the front roons and the rest of it, that's just

filler, that's just chaff, that ain't the real city. You get to
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that by the back door. | seen you in the w ndows,
at night, at the close of the |ightnmans. Staring out,
pl ayi ng | ook-but-don't-touch. Well, you've touched it

now. All the vacant lots and all - that's your stonping
ground now, your pad, your burrow, Saul. That's
London.

"You can't go back now, can you? You stick with

me, boy. |I'll see you're alright.'

"Wy ne?' said Saul slowy. 'What do you want
fromnme? he stopped, renenbering, for what seened
the first tine in hours, why he had been in the police
station. 'What do you know about ny father?'

King Rat turned and stared at Saul, those features,

al ready so obscured, now invisible in the moonlight. jjt
Wthout taking his eyes from Saul, he slowy sank HH
until he sat straddling the roof ridge Iike a horsenan.

"Slide over here, cove, and I'Il tell you the story.
You aren't going to like it.'

Saul | owered hinmself carefully, facing King Rat,

and pulled hinself forward until he was only a couple
of feet away fromhim If anyone could see them

Saul realized, they nust | ook Iike two school boys,
ungainly figures froma comc strip, sitting with their
| egs swi nging. Saul's exhilaration had dissipated with
as little warning as it had arrived. He was swal | owi ng
with anxiety. He was renmenbering his father. This

was the key to everything, he thought; this was the
catal yst, the legend that woul d nake sense of the sur
reality which had caught himup in its gusts.
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King Rat spoke, and just as it had in the police cell
his voice took on a rhythm a dislocating nonotony

I i ke a bagpi pe drone. The sense and neani ng of what
he said crept into Saul's head as nuch by insinuation
as by consci ous under st andi ng.

"This here Rone-vill, London, that's ny manor, but

| been around wherever my little courtiers found

grain and rubbish to Tea Leaf. And they did ny bidding, because |I'mtheir king. But | was never
al one,

Saul ; that's never how it was. Rats believe in their

Godf ers, chuck out broods, the nmore nouths to filch, the better

"What do you know about your nmother, Saul ?'

The question took himby surprise. The ... her nane
was Eloise ... She was, uh, a health visitor ... She
di ed when | was born, sonmething went wong ...'

' Seen any Beechans?'

Saul shook his head in confusion

' Beechans: pictures, photos ..

"Of course ... she's short and dark, pretty ..
What's this about? Where are you goi ng?'

"Sonetinmes, me old China, sonetimes there are bl ack sheep, ne'er-do-wells, if you clock ne. 1'd
| ay

good noney you and your dad were snarling at each

other's throats sonetinmes, am| right? Didn't get on

i ke you might have hoped? Well, do you really think

rats aren't the sanme?

' She was al ways the gentry nort, your na. Took to
your daddy a whole lot, and he to her. \Wat a beauty
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she was, |uscious, who' d have passed that up? King
Rat finished his sentence with a flourish, twisted his
head and | ooked at Saul from around the corner of

his face.

"Your ma made a choice, Saul. Health visitor! That

was a cheeky little joke. Set a thief to catch a thief,
they say, isn't it, and so, likewise, with her. Walk into
a place, one sniff of the |I Suppose, and your ma knew
exactly how many rats was in there, and where.

Recidivist, traitor, they called her, but | suppose that's
the power of love ...’

Saul was incredul ous, staring and staring at King
Rat .

'She wasn't built for the likes of you. You bunped

her off on arrival. You're a big strong | ad, sonny,
stronger than you probably think. There's a |lot you
can do you don't know about. | bet you gawped out

of all those night-tine windows | onger and harder

than any of your mates. | think you' ve been scrabbling
to get into this city for real for a long tine.

"You want to know who did the deed on your old
man, | know. That's what you call petulance, that is,
that bod smashed out front, in the garden

"The one who did that... he was after you. Your
old dad just got in the way.

"You're a special boy, Saul, got special blood in
your veins, and there's one in the city who'd like to
see it spilled. Your numwas ny sister, Saul

"Your mumwas a rat.'
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CHAPTER FOUR

Wth that insane allegation hanging in the air, King
Rat rocked back onto the flesh of his arse and fel
sil ent.

Saul shook his head and struggl ed between incredulity
and excitenent and di sgust.

'She was ... what?'

"A ... fucking ... rat.' King Rat spoke slowly. 'She
crept out of the sewers because she fell for your dad.
More tragic than Romeo and Juliet. And her of roya

bl ood, too, but still she went. Couldn't get shot of

me, though. | used to cone see her on the nows and

thens; she'd tell ne to sling ny hook. Wanted all that
behi nd her, but with her new nose she stank to

herself. Couldn't shake birthright, you know. Bl ood's

t hi cker than water, and rat blood' s the thickest of all.’

Sonmewhere in the tar-black below, a patrol car
| urched out of the pound spew ng blue |ight.

"And since your numgot put in the ground, |'ve
been keeping a little eye out for you: trying to keep
you out of trouble. What's famly for, Saul? But it
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| ooks like things have caught up. Can't outrun your
bl ood, Saul. Looks |ike you've been runbled, and
your dad had to take a fall.'

Saul sat still and gazed over King Rat's shoul der

The words, the deadly understatenent delivered with
sonmething like a flourish, unlocked a door inside him
He coul d see his father in a hundred images. And,

like a backdrop to all the frozen nonents he recall ed,
Saul could see a powerful fat body pitching in slow
nmotion through the night air, the mouth a di stended
yawn of shock and terror, eyes rolling in frantic
search for safety, thinning hair flickering like candlelight,
jows trenbling with gravity's sudden shift,

paddling ineffectually with those thick |inbs, jagged
scintillas of glass whirling around himas he flew
towards the dark lawn, its soil frost-hardened |ike
tundr a.

Saul's throat caught, and he let out a tiny sound of
grief. Hs tears amazed himwi th their speed, flooding
his vision instantly.

"Ch Dad ..." he sobbed
Ki ng Rat was incensed.

‘"Leave it out now, leave it out, will you give it a
fucking rest?

H s hand snapped out and he slapped Saul lightly
across the face.

'Hey. Hey. Fucki ng enough.

"Fuck of f!' Saul found a voice between sniffing,
weepi ng and wi pi ng his nose on the sleeve of the
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police-issue junper. 'Just stop for a minute. Just |eave
me al one ...

Saul relapsed into tears for his father. He beat
himsel f on the head in his |oneliness, screwed up his
eyes as if he were being tortured, noaned rhythmcally
as he pummel | ed his forehead.

"I"'msorry Dad I"'msorry I"'msorry ..." he crooned
between his quiet cries. H's words were garbled and
confused in isolation and terrible inchoate anger. He
wrapped his arns around his head, desperate and

al one up on the roof.

Through the gap between his arms, he saw t hat

King Rat was no |longer sitting before him that he had
risen without a sound and had sonmehow reached the
other end of the roof, where he stood | ooki ng out

over London, facing away from Saul whose sadness
angered himso nuch. Saul's body noved with sobs, as
he stared from behind his hands at the strange figure
perched between two outcroppi ngs of brick, King

Rat. H s uncle.

Saul wriggled backwards, still weeping, until he felt
the danp pressure of the chimmey on his back. He

| ooked over his shoul der and saw a pl ace where two

chi mey stacks net near the roof edge, |eaving a space
between them a rooftop cubby-hole into which he

crept with a quick contortion. He curled up in this
little space, insulated fromthe sky and the sickening
drop on all sides, out of the sight of King Rat. He was
so tired, exhaustion had soaked into his bones. He |ay
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on his side in the cranped, sloping chanber he had

found and covered his head with his hands. He cried

sone nore until his tears becanme nechanical, like a child who has forgotten what he is weeping
for. Sau

lay there on the slate slope under the chi meys,

wi t hout food inside him in someone el se's ruined

clothes, lonely and utterly confused, until, amazingly,
he sl ept.
When he woke, the sky was still dark, with only a

faint fringe of dun in the east. There was no tine for

a luxurious norning state for Saul, no slow stretches

or confusion, no slow renmenbrance of where he was

and why. He opened his eyes onto red brick, and

realized with a shudder of claustrophobia that he was
surrounded, that curled up around himwas King Rat.

He started, pulled himself upright out of that passionless,
utilitarian enbrace. King Rat's eyes were open

"Morning, boy. Bit parky in the small hours.
Thought we'd share a bit of warmth to hel p you kip.

King Rat uncoiled and rose, stretching each linb

i ndi vidually. He grabbed the top of the high chi mey

and haul ed hinmself up with his arnms, his |egs dangling. He | ooked slowy fromone side to the
ot her, surveying

the di murban spraw, before hawking noisily

and spitting a gob of phlegm down the chi mey. Only

then did he relax his arns and | ower hinself to the
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roof again. Saul struggled to his feet, slipping on
the sl ope. He wi ped rheum and rubbish fromhis face.

King Rat turned to him 'W never finished our

little chat. W was ... interrupted last night. You' ve
an awful lot to learn, matey, and you're | ooking at
teacher, like it or not. But first off, let's nmake ourselves

scarce.' He laughed: a filthy, throaty bark that tickled
Saul's ear. 'They were going hell for leather for you

last night. No sirens, mnd - didn't want to warn

you off, | reckon, but they were frantic: cars and

const abl es running around |ike the blue-arsed proverbials,
inaright old state, and all the time there | am

pl ayi ng at peek-a-boo over their gables.' He |aughed
again, the noise of it, like all he issued, sounding as if it
were just inches fromSaul's ear. 'Oh yes, | am a nost
acconplished thief." He said this final line with stilted
gusto, as if delivering lines in a play.

He scanpered to the edge of the roof, inpossibly

sure-footed on its steep angle. dinging on to the guttering,
he scouted sone di stance round the edge, unti

he found what he was | ooking for. He turned and

gestured for Saul to follow him Saul edged al ong the

roof ridge on all fours, afraid to expose hinmself to

the wi cked-1o00king grey slate. He reached the spot

directly above King Rat, and there he waited.

King Rat bared his teeth at him 'Slide down,' he
whi sper ed.

Wth both hands, Saul gripped the little concrete
ridge he was straddling, and slowy swung his | eg over
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until his whol e body was spreadeagl ed on the slope
above King Rat. At this point his arns rebelled and
woul d not release him He swiftly changed his m nd
about his actions, and attenpted to haul hinself back
across the roof ridge, but his nuscles were stiff with
terror. Trapped on the slippery surface, he panicked.
His brittle ringers lost their grip

For a |l ong, sick-making nonment he was sliding
towards his death, until he net King Rat's strong
hand. He was halted sharply, plucked fromthe roof
and swung up and over in a terrifying hauling notion
bef ore being dropped hard onto a steel fire escape
bel ow.

The noise of his landing was nuffled and i nsubstanti al .
Above himgrinned King Rat. He still hung

on to the edge of the roof with his left hand, his right
ext ended over the stairs where he had deposited Saul

As Saul watched, he released hinself, and fell the short
distance to the iron nesh of the platform his big
rough boots | anding without a sound.

Saul's heart was still racing with fear, but his recent
undi gnified precipitation galled him

"lI... I"'mnot a fucking sack of potatoes,' he hissed
with spurious bravado.

King Rat grinned. 'You don't even know which
way's up, you little terror. And until you've a bit of
| earning in your Loaf, that's exactly what you are.'

The two crept down the steps, past door after door
descending to the alley.
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Dawn cane fast. King Rat and Saul nade their way

t hrough the crepuscul ar streets. Afraid and excited,
Saul hal f expected his conpanion to repeat his escapades
of last night, and he glanced fromside to side at
drai npi pes and garage roofs, the entrances to rooftop
passageways. But this tine they remai ned earthbound.
King Rat |ed Saul through deserted building sites and
car parks, down narrow passages nmasqueradi ng as

cul s-de-sac. Their route was chosen with an instinct
Saul did not understand, and they did not pass any
early norning wal kers.

The dark dw ndl ed. Daylight, wan and anaem c
had done what it could by seven o' cl ock

Saul | eaned against the wall of an alley. King Rat

stood franed by its entrance, his right arm outstretched,
just touching the bricks, the daylight

beyond sil houetting himlike the lead in a filmnoir.

"I"'mstarving,' said Saul

The too, sonny, me too. |'ve been starving for a
long tine." King Rat | eaned out of the alley. He was
peering at a nondescript terraced row of red brick
Each roof was topped with a dragon ranpant: little
flurries of clay enthusiasm now broken and crunbl ed.
Their features were washed out by acid rain.

That nmorning the city seened nade up of back
streets.

"Alright then,'" nurnured King Rat. 'Tine for
tucker.'

King Rat, a figure skulking like a Victorian villain,
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stepped carefully fromhis point of conceal nent. He
lifted his face to the air. As Saul watched, he sniffed
loudly twice, twitched his nose, turned his face a little
to one side. CGesturing for Saul to follow him King

Rat scanpered down the deserted street and ducked

into a gash between two houses. At the far end was a

wal | of black rubbish bags.

"Always follow your | Suppose.' King Rat grinned
briefly. He was crouched at the end of the narrow

al | eyway, a hunched shape at the bottom of a brickwork
chasm The surrounding walls were inscrutable,

unbr oken by wi ndows.

Saul approached.

King Rat was tearing at a plastic sack. The rich

snell of rot was rel eased. King Rat plunged his arm
into the hole, and funbled inside in an unsettling
parody of surgery. He pulled a pol ystyrene box from
the wound. It dripped with tea-Ileaves and egg yol k,
but the hanburger |ogo was still evident. King Rat
placed it on the ground, reached inside the bag again,
and pull ed out a damp crust of bread.

He thrust the sack aside and reached for another

ripped it open. This tinme his reward was half a fruitcake,
flattened and enbedded with sawdust. Chicken

bones and crushed chocol ate, the remants of sweet

corn and rice, fish-heads and stale crisps, the bags
yielded themall, disgorged theminto a stinking pile

on the concrete.

56

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/China%20Mieville%20-%20King%20Rat.txt (62 of 422) [10/15/2004 2:24:56 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/China%20M i evill€9620-%20K ing%20Rat. txt

Saul watched the nound of ruined food grow. He
put his hand over his nouth.

"You have got to be joking,' he said, and swal | oned.
Ki ng Rat | ooked up at him
' Thought you was pecki sh.

Saul shook his head in horror, his hand stil
clanped firmy over his nouth.

"When was the last tine you puked?

Saul furrowed his brow at the question. King Rat

wi ped his wet hand on his trenchcoat, adding to the
canouf | age-pattern of stains hidden in its dark grey.
He poked at the food.

"You can't recall,' he said, without |ooking at Saul
"You can't recall because you've never done it. Never
spewed nothing. You've been ill, I'Il bet, but not Iike

other CGodfers. No colds or sneezing; only some queer
si ckness nmki ng you shiver for days, once or twice.

But even then, not a sign of puke.' He finally net Saul's eye,

hi m
sonmething like victory in his voice. 'Got the notion?
Your belly won't rebel. No sicking up Pig's, no matter

and his voice dropped. He hissed at

how pl astered, no sweet sticky chocolate bile on your pillow the night after Easter, no hurling

seaf ood across

the tiles, no matter bow dodgy the take-away. You've
got rat blood in your veins. There's nothing you can't
stomach. '

There was a | ong nonment of silence as the two
stared at each other.

Ki ng Rat conti nued.
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"And there's nore. There's no grub you don't want. Said you were starving. | should coco; it's
been a

while. Well here we go. Sitting confortably? I'm

going to teach you what it is to be rat. Look at all this

scran your uncle sorted you out with. Said you were

starving. Here's breakfast.'

King Rat picked up the fruitcake without taking his

eyes from Saul. He raised it slowy to his nouth.

Mbi st chunks dropped from his hand, sultanas made

juicy fromtheir long marinating in black plastic. He

bit into it, crunbs bursting out of his mouth as he exhaled in satisfaction

He was right. Saul could not renmenber a tine when

he had thrown up. He had always eaten a lot, even for
his frame, and had never been able to synpathize with
peopl e put off their food. Stories about nmaggots told
over risotto left himunnoved. He had never suffered
after too nmuch sugar or fat or alcohol. This had never
occurred to himbefore; he synpathized with others
when they conpl ai ned that sonething nade them fee
sick, never stopping to ask what it neant or if it was
true.

Now he was sl oughing off those layers of habit. He
stood watching King Rat eat. The wiry figure would
not take his eyes fromhim

It had been hours and hours since Saul had | ast had
food. He investigated his own hunger

Ki ng Rat continued chewi ng. The stench of slowy
col I apsi ng food was overwhel m ng- Saul gazed at the
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|l eftovers and remmants heaped in front of the bags,
the flecks of nould, the bite marks, and the dirt.

He began to salivate.
Ki ng Rat kept eating.

When he opened his mouth wet chunks of cake
were visible. 'You can eat pigeon-neat scraped off a
car-wheel ,' he said. 'This here's good scran.'

Saul's stomach growl ed. He squatted before the pile
of food. G ngerly, he picked out the unfinished
burger. He sniffed it. It was long cold. He could see
where teeth had torn through the bun. He brushed at
it, cleared it of grine as best he could.

It was danp and clamy, still shiny with spit where
it had been bitten.

Saul put it near his nouth. He let his nmind play
over the filth of the dustbin, waited for his stomach to
turn. But it did not.

Hs mnd still rang with adnoni shnments heard | ong

ago - don't touch, it's dirty, take it out of your nouth but
his stomach, his stomach renained firm The snel

of the neat was enticing.

He willed hinself to feel ill. He strove for nausea.

He took a bite. He wiggled his tongue into the

meat, pushed apart the fibres. He probed, tasting

the dirt and decay. Lunps of gristle and fat split open
in his nouth, nmixed with his saliva.

The burger was delicious.

Saul swall owed and did not feel ill. H s hunger
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pi qued, demanded nore. He took another bite, and
anot her, eating faster and faster all the tine.

He felt something slipping away fromhim He

drew his strength fromthe old cold neat, food that
had surrendered to people and decay, and now to him
H s world changed.

King Rat nodded and ate on, grabbed handfuls and
shoved theminto his nouth w thout |ooking at them

Saul reached for a slimny chicken w ng.

In the street, only twenty feet away, children were
appearing in outsized school uniforns. The bricks and
the bags kept Saul and King Rat hidden. They | ooked
up as the children passed, paused briefly in their

br eakf ast .

They were silent while they ate. Wen they had

finished, Saul licked his lips. The taste of filth and
carrion was very strong in his nmouth, and he investigated
it, still wondering that it did not turn his

st omach.

King Rat nestled into the bags and pulled his coat
about him 'Feeling better now?" he asked.

Saul nodded. For the first tine since his sudden

rel ease, he felt calm He could feel the acids of his

stomach getting to work inside him breaki ng down

the old food he had eaten. He felt nolecul es scurrying
out of his gut, carrying strange energy fromthe ruins
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of other people's suppers and breakfasts. He was
changi ng fromthe inside out.

My nother was like this creature, he said to hinself, this skulking thing. My nother was like this
t hi n-faced

vagrant with nagical powers. My nother was a spirit,

it seens, a dirty spirit. My nother was a rat.

"You can't go back, you know.' King Rat | ooked at

Saul fromunder his eyelids. Saul had |ong given up

trying to nake sense of his features. The |ight would

not fall full on King Rat's face, no natter where he

stood or lay. Saul glanced at himagain, but his eyes found no purchase.

"I know it,' he said.

"They think you did your pa, and they' Il do you for
that. And now you've slung your hook fromtheir old
Bucket, they'll have your guts for garters.'

The city had been made unsafe. Saul felt it yawn
before him infinitely vaster than he had i mgi ned,
unknowabl e and furtive.

"So, so ..."' said Saul slowy. So what is London? he
thought. If you can be what you are, what's London?
What's the world? I've had it all wong. Do werewol ves
and trolls lurk under bridges in the parks?

What are the boundaries of the world?

"So ... what do | do now?

"Wll, you aren't going back, so you got to bing a
waste forward. |'ve to teach you howto be rat. You
got a lot going for you, sonny. Hold your breath

and squeeze in tight, freeze like a statue... you're
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i nvisible. Mwve just right, dainty on your toes, you'l
make nary a sound. You can be like ne. As far as

you' re concerned, up's no |onger out of bounds, and
down's nothing to fear.'

It didn't matter any nore that he didn't understand.
Unbel i evably, King Rat's words took away Saul's
trepidation. He felt hinself grow strong. He stretched
out his arnms. He felt like |aughing.

‘"Il feel like I can do anything,' he said. He was
over whel ned.

"You can, ny old son. You're a ratling boy. Just got
to learn the tricks. We'll cut your teeth. You and ne
toget her, dynanmite. W've a kingdomto wi n back.

Saul had risen to his feet, was staring out into the
street beyond. At King Rat's words he turned slowy

and | ooked down at the thin figure cocooned in black
pl asti c.

'Back?' he said levelly. 'Back from who?

King Rat nodded. 'Tinme,' he said, 'for a word in

your shell-like. Mich as | hate to piss on your chips,
you're forgetting sonething. You're in another

country now because your old nan did the six-storey
swan-di ve' - King Rat blithely ignored Saul's aghast
stare - '"and he did that, the old codger, in lieu of you.
There's somet hing out there wants your head, chal

and you'd be wise not to forget it.'

Saul wobbl ed to his knees. 'Wio0?' he whispered.

"Wll now, that's the biggy, isn't it? That's the question
And therein lies a story, a twisting rat-tale.'
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PART TWO

THE NEWCI TY
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CHAPTER FI VE

Fabi an was trying to call Natasha but he coul d not
reach her. She had taken her phone off the hook. The
news about Saul's father was spreadi ng anong his
friends like a virus, but Natasha had i munized
herself for a little while |onger

It was just after mdday. The sun was bright but as
cold as snow. The sounds of Ladbroke G ove filtered
al ong the backstreets to the first floor of a flat on
Bassett Road. They slid through the wi ndows and
rilled the front room a susurrus of dogs and paper
sellers and cars. The sounds were faint; they were
what passed for silence in the city.

In the flat a wonman stood notionless in front of a
keyboard. She was short and her face was severe, wth
dark eyebrows that net above a scimtar nose. Her

Il ong hair was dark, her skin sallow Her nane was

Nat asha Kar adj i an.

Nat asha stood with her eyes closed and listened to
the streets outside. She reached out and pressed the
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power button on her sanpler. There was a static thud
as her speakers clicked into life.

She ran her hands over the keys and the cursor. She

had stood notionless for a mnute or two now. Even

al one she felt self-conscious. Natasha rarely | et people
wat ch when she created her nusic. She was afraid they
woul d think her precious, with her silent preparations
and her cl osed eyes.

She tapped out a nessage on a clutch of small

buttons, tw sted her cursor, displayed her nusica

spoils on the LCD display. She scrolled through the

sel ection and plucked a favourite bassline from her
digital killing jar. She had snatched it froma forgotten
Reggae track, sanpled it, preserved it, and now she
pulled it out and |ooped it and gave it another life. The
zonbi e sound travelled the innards of the nachine

and out through wires, through the vast black stereo

agai nst her wall, and burst out of those great speakers.

The sound filled her room

The bass was trapped. The sanpl e ended just as the
bass- pl ayer had been about to reach a crescendo, and
expectati on was audi ble in the thudding strings as

they reached out for sonething, for a flourish ... then
a break, and the cycle started again.

This bassline was in purgatory. It burst into existence
with a recurring surge of excitement, waiting for
a rel ease that never cane.

Nat asha nodded her head slowy. This was the
breakbeat, the rhythmof tortured nmusic. She loved it.
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Agai n her hands noved. A poundi ng beat joined
the bass, cynbals clattering Iike insects. And the
sound | ooped.

Nat asha noved her shoulders to the rhythm Her

eyes were wi de as she scanned her kills, her pickled
sounds, and she found what she wanted: a snatch of
trunpet from Linton Kwesi Johnson, a wail from

Tony Rebel, a cry of invitation fromA G een. She
dropped theminto her tune. They segued snoothly
into the rolling bass, the slamm ng druns.

This was Jungl e.

The child of House, the child of Ragganuffin, the
child of Dancehall, the apotheosis of black nusic,

the Drum and Bass soundtrack for a London of

council estates and dirty walls, black youth and white
yout h, Arnenian girls.

The musi ¢ was unconprom sing. The rhyt hm was

stolen fromH p Hop, born of Funk. The beats were

fast, too fast to dance to unless you were wired. It was

the bassline you followed with your feet, the bassline that gave Jungle its soul

And above the bassline was the high end of

Jungle: the treble. Stolen chords and shouts that rode
the waves of bass |like surfers. They were fleeting

and teasing, snatches of sound winking into existence
and sliding over the beat, tracing it, then w nking
awnay.

Nat asha nodded her satisfaction

She could feel the bass. She knew it intinmately. She
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searched instead for the sounds at the top, she wanted
sonet hing perfect, a leitnotif to weave in and out of
t he druns.

She knew the people who ran the clubs, and they

woul d al ways play her nusic. People |liked her tracks

a lot, gave her respect and bookings. But she felt a
vague di ssatisfaction with everything she wote, even
when the sensation was shot through w th pride.

When she finished a track she did not feel any purgation
of relief, only a slight unease. Natasha woul d

cast around, ransacking her friends' record collections
in an attenpt to find the sounds she wanted to steal

or woul d make her own on her keyboard, but they

never touched her |ike the bass. The bass never evaded
her; she needed only to reach out for it, and it would
drop out of her speakers conplete and perfect.

The track was nearing a crescendo now. Gnan, exhorted a sanpled voice, Gnan gyal. Natasha broke
the beat, teasing the rhythmout, paring it down. She

stripped flesh fromthe tune's bones and the sanpl es

echoed in the cavernous ribcage, in the belly of the

beat. Conme now... we rolltn' this way, ndebwoy.. . She pulled her sounds our one by one, unti
only the

bass was left. It had ushered the song in; it ushered it

out agai n.

The room was sil ent.

Nat asha waited a while until the city silence of
children and cars crept into her ears again. She | ooked
around at her room Her flat contained a tiny Kkitchen
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a tiny bathroom and the beautiful big bedroom she
was in now. She had put her neagre collection of

prints and posters in the other rooms and the hall; the walls here were quite bare.

itself was enpty

except for a mattress on the floor, the hul ki ng bl ack
stand whi ch housed her stereo, and her keyboard. The
wooden fl oor was criss-crossed with black |eads.

She reached down and put the receiver back on the
phone. She was about to wander into the kitchen
when the doorbell sounded. Natasha crossed the
roomto the open wi ndow and | eaned out.

A man was standing in front of her door, | ooking
straight up at her eyes. She had a brief inpression of a
thin face, bright eyes and long blond hair, before she
ducked back into the room and headed down the

stairs. He had not | ooked |ike a Jehovah's witness or a
t roubl emaker .

She wal ked through the dingy comunal hall.

Through the rippled glass of the front door she could
see that the man was very tall. She pulled the door
open, admitting voices fromthe next house and the
daylight that was fl ooding the street.

Nat asha | ooked up into his narrow face. The nan

was about six feet four, dwarfing her by nearly a foot,

but he was so slimhe | ooked as if he nmight snap in half
at the waist any nonent. He was probably in his early
thirties, but he was so pale it was difficult to tell. His
hair was a sickly yellow. The pallor of his face was
exaggerated by his black | eather jacket. He would
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have | ooked quite ill were it not for his bright blue
eyes and his air of fidgety animation. He started to
grin even before the door was fully open

Nat asha and her visitor stared at each other, he
smling, she with a guarded, quizzical expression

"Brilliant,' he said suddenly.

Nat asha stared at him

"Your mnusic,' he said. 'Brilliant.’

The man's voice was deeper and richer than she woul d

have t hought possible fromsuch a slender frane. It

was slightly breathless, as if he were rushing to get his
words out. She stared up at himand her eyes

narrowed. This was nuch too weird a way of starting
a conversation. She was not having it.

"What do you nmean?' she said levelly.

He smiled apol ogetically. H's words sl owed down

alittle.

"I'"ve been listening to your nusic,' he said. '|I cane
past here | ast week and | heard you playing up there.
tell you, | was just standing there with ny nouth
open.'

Nat asha was enbarrassed and amazed. She opened
her mouth to interrupt but he continued.

"I cane back and | heard it again. It rmade ne want
to stan. dancing in the street!' He | aughed. ' The next
time | heard you stop hal fway through, and | realized
sonmeone was actually playing while | listened. |I'd
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thought it was a record. It was such an exciting
t hought that you were actually up there making it.

Nat asha finally spoke.

"This is really ... flattering. But did you knock on
my door just to tell ne that?' This man unnerved her
with his excited grin and breathy voice. It was only
curiosity that stopped her shutting the door. 'I've not
got a fan club yet.'

He stared at her and the nature of his snile

changed. Until that nmonment it had been sincere,

al nost childish in its excitenent. Slowy his lips closed
a fraction and hid his teeth. He straightened his |ong
back and his eyelids slid hal fway down over his eyes.

He | eaned his head slightly to one side, without taking
his eyes off her.

Nat asha felt a wave of adrenaline. She | ooked back

at himin shock. The change whi ch had come over him

was extraordinary. He stared at her now with a | ook

so sexual, so casually knowi ng, that she felt vertiginous.

She was furious with him She shook her head a

little and prepared to slamthe door. He held it open
Bef ore she could say anything, his arrogance had gone
and the old | ook was back.

"Please,' he said quickly. "I"'msorry. |I'mnot explaining
mysel f. I'mflustered because |I've ... been

pl ucki ng up courage to talk to you.

"You see,' he continued, 'what you're playing is
beautiful, but sometines it feels a little bit - don't get
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angry - a bit unfinished. | sort of feel like the treble
isn'"t quite... working. And I wouldn't say that to

you except | play a little bit nyself and | thought
maybe we could hel p each other out.'

Nat asha st epped backwards. She felt intrigued and

t hreatened. She al ways stonewal | ed about her nusic,
refusing to discuss her feelings about it with any

except her very closest friends. The intense but inchoate
frustrations she felt were rarely verbalized, as if

to do so would give themform She chose to keep

them at bay with obfuscation, fromherself as nmuch as
fromothers, and now this man seemed to be unw appi ng
themwi th an unnervi ng casual ness.

"Do you have a suggestion?' she said as acidly as
she coul d. He reached behind himand picked up a
bl ack case. He shook it in front of her

"This mght sound a bit cocky,' he said, '"and | don't
want you to think | reckon | can do better than you

But, when | heard your playing, | just knew | could
complerment it.' He undid the clasp of the case and
opened it in front of her. She saw a di sassenbl ed fl ute.

"I know you might think I'mcrazy,' he preenpted
hurriedly. 'You think what you play is totally different
to what | play. But... |1've been |ooking for bass |ike
yours for |onger than you could believe.'

He spoke earnestly now, his eyebrows furrowed as
he held her gaze. She stubbornly stared back, refusing
to be overawed by this apparition on her doorstep

"I want to play with you,' he said.
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This was stupid, Natasha told herself: even if this

man was not arrogant beyond belief, you could not

play the flute to Jungle. It was so |ong since she had

stared at a traditional instrument she felt a gust of deja vu: images of her nine-year-old self
bangi ng t he

xyl ophone in the school orchestra. Flutes neant

ent husi asti c cacophonies at the hands of children or

the alien | andscape of classical music, an intimdating

worl d of great beauty but vicious social exclusivity, to

whi ch she had never known the passwords.

But to her ammzenent, this |anky stranger had

i mpressed her. She wanted to let himin and hear him
play his flute in her room She wanted to hear

hi m pl ay over sone of her basslines. Discordant indie
bands had done it, she knew. My Bl oody Val enti ne

had used flutes. And while the result had left her as
dead cold as the rest of that genre, surely the alliance
itself was no nore unlikely than this one. She realized
that she was intrigued.

But she was not sinply going to stand asi de. She
had a reputation for being intimdating. She was not
used to feeling so disarned, and her defences flared.

"Listen,’ she said slowy. 'I don't know what you
think qualifies you to speak about ny tracks. Wy
should | play with you?

"Try it once,' he said, and again that sudden change
flooded his features, the sane curled snmile on the edge
of the lips, the sane heavy-lidded nonchal ance about

t he eyes.
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And Nat asha was suddenly furious with this

pretentious little art-school wanker, livid where a
monent ago she had been captivated, and she | eaned
forward and up on tiptoes, until her face was as cl ose
to his as it would go, and she rai sed one eyebrow, and
she said: 'l don't think so.'

She cl osed the door in his face.

Nat asha stal ked back up her stairs. The w ndow was
open. She stood next to it, close to the wall, | ooking
down at the street without putting herself in view She
could see no sign of the man. She wal ked slowy to her
keyboard. She sml ed.

OK, you cocky fucker, she thought. Let's see how
good you are.

She turned the volunme down slightly, and pulled

anot her rhythm out of her collection. This tine the
druns came crashing out of nowhere. The bass cane
chasing after, filling out the snare and framing the
sound with a funky backdrop. She threwin a few

m ni mal shouts and snatches of brass, |ooped a
monent of trunpet, but the treble was subdued; this
was an offering to the man outside, and it was al
about rhythm

The beats | ooped once, twi ce. Then, sailing up from

the street cane a thin snatch of rnmusic, a trill of flute
that m mcked the | ooping repetition of her own

musi ¢, but el aborated on itself, changed a little with
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every cycle. He was standing bel ow her wi ndow, his
hastily assenbled instrunent to his lips.

Nat asha sm | ed. He had made good on his arrogance.
She woul d have been di sappointed if he had
not .

She stripped the beat down and left it to |oop. She
stood back and |i st ened.

The flute skittered over the drums, teasing the beat,
touching just enough to stay anchored, then transporting
itself. It suddenly becane a series of staccato
flutterings. It lilted between drum and bass, now
wailing like a siren, now stuttering |ike Mrse code.

Nat asha was ... not transfixed, perhaps, but inpressed.

She cl osed her eyes. The flute soared and dived; it

fl eshed out her skeletal tune in a way she coul d never
achieve. The life in the live music was exuberant and
neurotic and it sparked off the revivified bass, the very
alive dancing with the dead. There was a promise to

this tension.

Nat asha nodded. She was eager to hear nore, to

feed that flute into her nusic. She smled sardonically.
She woul d admit defeat. So |ong as he behaved, so

Il ong as there were not too nany of those know ng

| ooks, she would adnit that she wanted to hear nore.

Nat asha paced silently back down the stairs. She
opened the door. He was standing a few feet back, his
flute to his lips, staring up at her wi ndow. He stopped
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as he saw her, and | owered his hands. No trace of a
smle now. He | ooked anxi ous for approval

She inclined her head and gave hima sideways | ook
He hover ed.

"OK," she said. 'I'lIl buy it.' He finally snmiled. '"It's
Nat asha.' She jerked her thunb at herself.

"Pete,' the tall man said.

Nat asha stood aside, and Pete passed into her
house.
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CHAPTER SI X

Agai n Fabian tried Natasha's nunber, and again she
was engaged. He swore and slamed his receiver
down. He turned on his heel, paced pointlessly. He
had spoken to everyone who knew Saul except for
Nat asha, and she was the one who mattered nost.

Fabi an was not gossiping. As soon as he had heard

about Saul's father he had got on the phone, al nost

bef ore he was aware of what he was doi ng, and begun

to spread the news. At sone point he had rushed

out to buy a paper, before starting again on the phone.
But this was not gossip. He felt a powerful sense of
duty. This, he believed, was what was needed of him

He pulled on his jacket, tugged his thin dreadl ocks
into a ponytail. Enough, he decided. He would go to

Nat asha, tell her in person. It was a fair journey from
Bri xton to Ladbroke Grove, but the thought of the

cold air in his face and lungs was beguiling. H's house
felt oppressive. He had spent hours on the phone that
nor ni ng, the same phrases again and again - Six floors
straight down... The filth won't let ne talk to him77
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and the walls had soaked up the news. They were
saturated with the old man's death. Fabi an wanted
space. He wanted to clean out his head.

He shoved a page of newspaper into his pocket. He

could recite the relevant story by heart: News in brief. A nman died in WII esden,
yest erday, '

after falling through a sixth-floor window. Police will

not say if they are treating the death as suspicious. The

man's son is helping themwith their enquiries. The

screani ng accusation of the |last sentence stung him

He left his roomfor the filthy hall of the shared
house. Someone was shouting upstairs. The dirty, ill
fitting carpets irritated himalways; now they made
himfeel violent. As he struggled with his bike, he
gl anced at the unwashed walls, the broken banisters.
The presence of the house wei ghed down on him He
burst out of the front door with a sigh of relief.

Fabi an treated his bike carelessly, letting it fal
when he di smounted, chucking it against walls. He
was rough with it. He yanked hinself onto it now

wi th unthinking brutality, and swng out into the
r oad.

The streets were full. It was a Saturday and peopl e

were thronging the streets, coming to and from

Bri xton market, determined on their outward journey

and sl ow on the way back, |aden down with cheap,

colourful clothes and big fruit. Trains runbl ed, conpeted
with the sounds of Soca, Reggae, Rave, Rap,

Jungl e, House, and the shouting: all the cut-up market
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rhythm Rudeboys in outlandi sh trousers clustered
around corners and nusi ¢ shops, touched fists.

Shaven- headed nmen in tight tops and AIDS ribbons

made for Brockwell Park or The Brixtonian cafe.

Food wrappers and | ost television supplenments tugged
at ankles. The capricious traffic lights were a bad

j oke: pedestrians hovered |like suicides at the edge of
t he pavenent, |aunched thensel ves across at the
slightest sign of a gap. The cars made angry noi ses and
sped away, anxious to escape. |npassive, the people
wat ched t hem pass by.

Fabi an twi sted his wheels through the bodies. The
railway bridge passed above him sone way ahead

the clocktower told himit was m d-norning. He

rode and wal ked intermttently past the tube station
wheel ed his bi ke across Brixton Road, and agai n over
Acre Lane. There were no crowds here, and no

Reggae. Acre Lane stretched out wi de. The buil dings
that contained it were separate, sparse and | ow. The
sky was al ways very big over Acre Lane.

Fabi an junped back onto his bike and took off up

the slight incline towards O apham Fromthere he

woul d twi st across into O apham Manor Street, w nd

alittle through backstreets to join Silverthorne Road,

a steep sine-wave of minor industrial estates and peculiarly
subur ban houses tucked between Battersea and

Cl apham a conduit feeding directly into Queenstown

Road, across Chel sea Bridge

For the first tine that day Fabian felt his head cl ear
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Early that norning a suspicious policenan had

answered Saul's phone, had denanded Fabi an's nane.

Qutraged, Fabi an had hung up. He had rung up

Wl esden police station, again refusing to give his

nane, but demandi ng to know why policenen were

answering his friend s phone. Only when he acqui esced

and told themwho he was would they tell himthat Saul's father had died, and that Saul was with
them - agai n that disingenuous phrase - hel ping

with enquiries.

First he felt nothing but shock; then quickly a sense
of a nmonstrous error

And a great fear. Because Fabi an under st ood

imediately that it would be easy for themto believe

that Saul had killed his father. And, as inmmedi ately, he knew wi thout any equivocation or doubt
t hat Sau

had not. But he was terribly afraid, because only he

knew t hat, because he knew Saul. And there was

not hing he could tell others to hel p them understand.

He wanted to see Saul; he did not understand why

the officer's voice changed when he demanded t his.

He was told it would be sonme tine before he could

speak to Saul, Saul was deep in conversation, his attention
whol | y grabbed, and Fabi an woul d just have to

wai t. There was sonething the man was not telling

him Fabian knew, and he was scared. He left his

phone nunber, was reassured that he woul d be contacted

as soon as Saul was free to speak.

Fabi an sped al ong Acre Lane. On his |eft he passed
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an extraordinary white building, a nmass of grubby
turrets and shabby Art Deco wi ndows. It | ooked | ong
deserted. On the step sat two boys, dwarfed by jackets
decl aring all egiance to Arerican Football teans
neither had ever seen play. They were oblivious to the
faded grandeur of their bench. One had his eyes

cl osed, was | eaning back agai nst the door |ike Mexican
cannon-fodder in a spaghetti Wstern. His friend

spoke animatedly into his hand, his tiny nobile phone
hi dden within the vol um nous folds of his sleeve,
Fabian felt the thrill of materialist envy, but battened
it down. This was one inmpul se he resisted.

Not me, he thought, as he always did. /'// hold out

a bit longer. | won't be another black man with a
nmobi | e, anot her troubl emaker with ' Drug Deal er'
witten on his forehead in script only the police can
read.

He stood up out of his seat, kicked down and sped
of f towards O apham

Fabi an knew Saul hated his father's di sappointnment.
Fabi an knew Saul and his father could not speak

toget her. Fabi an had been the only one of Saul's
friends who had seen himturn that volunme by Lenin

over and over in his hands, open it and close it, read
the inscription again and again. His father's witing
was tight and controlled, as if trying not to break the
pen. Saul had put the book in Fabian's |lap, had waited
while his friend read.
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To Saul, This always made sense to me. Love from
the Ad Leftie.

Fabi an remenbered | ooking up into Saul's face. His

mout h was seal ed, his eyes | ooked tired. He took the
book off Fabian's lap and closed it, stroked the cover
put it on his shelf. Fabian knew Saul had not killed his
fat her.

He crossed C apham H gh Street, a concourse of
restaurants and charity shops, and slid into the back
streets, wiggling through the parked cars to enmerge on
Silverthorne Road. He started down the long incline
towards the river.

He knew t hat Natasha woul d be working. He

knew he would turn into Bassett Road and hear the

faint boom of Drum and Bass. She woul d be hunched

over her keyboard, twiddling dials and pressing keys
with the concentration of an al chenist, juggling |ong
sequences of zeros and ones and transforning them

into nusic. Listening and creating. That was what

Nat asha spent all her tine doing. When she was not
concentrating on source material behind the till of
friends' record shops, serving custoners in an efficient
aut opi | ot node, she was reconstituting it into the
tracks she christened with spiky one-word titles: Arrival; Rebellion; Melstrom

Fabi an believed it was Natasha's concentration
whi ch made her so asexual to him She was attractive

82

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/China%20Mieville%20-%20King%20Rat.txt (87 of 422) [10/15/2004 2:24:56 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/China%20M i evill€9620-%20K ing%20Rat. txt

in a fierce way, and was never short of offers,
especially at clubs, especially when word got around
that the nusic playing was hers; but Fabi an had never known her seemvery interested, even when
she took

sonmeone hone. He felt bl asphenobus even thinking of

her in a sexual context. Fabian was alone in his

opi nion, he was assured by his friend Kay, a cheerfu
dope-raddl ed cl own who drool ed | asciviously after

Nat asha whenever he saw her. The nusic was the

thing, Kay said, and the intensity was the thing, and
the carel essness was the thing. Just like a nun, it was
the prom se of what was under the habit.

But Fabian could only grin sheepishly at Kay,
absurdly enbarrassed. Amateur psychol ogi sts around
London, Saul included, had wasted no tine deciding

he was in |ove with Natasha; but Fabian did not think
that was the case. She infuriated himwi th her style
fasci smand her solipsism but he supposed he | oved
her. Just not in the way Saul neant it.

He twi sted under the filthy railway bridge on

Queenst own Road now, fast approaching Battersea

Park. He was riding an incline, racing towards

Chel sea Bridge. He took the roundabout with casua

arrogance, put his head down and clinbed towards

the river. On Fabian's right, the four chimeys of Battersea
Power Station loonmed into view. Its roof was

| ong gone, it | ooked |ike a bonbed-out relic, a blitz
survivor. It was a great upturned plug straining to

suck voltage out of the clouds, a nmonument to energy.
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Fabi an burst free of South London. He slowed and

| ooked into the Thanes, past the towers and railings of
steel that surrounded him keeping himsnug on

Chel sea Bridge. The river sent shards of cold sunlight
in all directions.

He scudded over the face of the water |ike a pond
skater, dwarfed by the girders and bolts ostentatiously
hol di ng the bridge together. He hung poised for a
monent between the South Bank and the North

Bank, his head high to see over the sides into the
water, to see the black barges that never noved,
waiting to ferry cargo long forgotten, his legs still,
freewheeling his way towards Ladbroke G ove.

The route to Natasha's house took Fabian past the

Al bert Hall and through Kensington, which he hated.

It was a soulless place, a purgatory filled only with
rich transients drifting pointlessly through N cole
Farhi and Red or Dead. He sped up Kensington

Church Street towards Netting Hill and on through

to Portobell o Road.

It was a market day, the second in the week,

designed to west noney fromtourists. Merchandi se
that had cost five pounds on Friday was now offered
for ten. The air was thick with garish cagoul es and
backpacks and French and Italian. Fabian cussed
quietly and inched through the throng. He ducked | eft
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down Elgin Crescent and then right, bearing down on
the Bassett Road flat.

A gust of wind stained the air brown with | eaves.
Fabi an swung into the street. The | eaves boil ed around
him stuck to his jacket. Pared-down trees lined the
tarmac. Fabi an di smounted while still in notion,

wal ked towards Natasha's flat.

He coul d hear her working. The faint thunping of

Drum and Bass was audi ble fromthe end of the street.

As he wal ked, wheeling his bike beside him Fabian

heard the sound of w ngs. Natasha's house teened

wi th pigeons. Every protuberance and | edge was grey

with plunp, stirring bodies. Afew were in the air,
hovering nervously around the w ndows and gabl es,
settling, dislodging their peers. They shifted and shat a
little as Fabian stopped at the door directly bel ow

t hem

Nat asha's rhythm was | oud now, and Fabi an coul d

hear sonething unusual, a clear sound |like pipes, a

recorder or a flute, bursting with energy and exuberance,

shadowi ng the bass. He stood still and |istened.

The quality of this sound was different fromthat of

sanples, and it was not trapped in any |oops. Fabian suspected it was being played live. And by
sonet hi ng

of a virtuoso.

He rang the bell. The el ectronic boom of the bass
stopped cold. The flute faltered on for a second or

two. As silence fell, the conpany of pigeons rose en
masse into the air with the abruptness of panic, circled
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once |like a school of fish and disappeared into the
north. Fabian heard footsteps on the stairs. .

Nat asha opened the door to himand snil ed.

"Alright, Fabe,' she said, reaching up to touch her
clenched right fist to his. He did so, at the sane tinme
bendi ng down to put an arm around her and kiss

her cheek. She responded, though her surprise was

evi dent .

' Tash,' he whispered, in greeting and in warning.
She heard it in his voice, pulled back holding his
shoul ders in her hands. Her face sharpened in
concern.

"What ? What's happened?

"Tash, it's Saul.' He'd told the story so often today
he'd become an aut omaton, just rnouthing the words,

but this time it was difficult all over again. He |icked
his lips.

Nat asha started. 'What is it, Fabe?' Her voice
cracked.

"No no,' he said hurriedly. 'Saul's fine. Well, |
guess ... He's in with the pigs."'

She shook her head in confusion

"Listen, Tash . .. Saul's dad ... he died.' He rushed
on before she could m sunderstand. 'He was kill ed.

He was | obbed out of a wi ndow two ni ghts back. J

I think... | think the police reckon Saul did it.

He reached into his pocket and brought out the
scrunched-up news story. Natasha read it.

"No,"' she said.
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"I know, | know. But | suppose they heard about
himand the old nan having argunents and that,
and ... | dunno.'

"No,"' said Natasha again. The two of them stood

quite still, staring at each other. Eventually Natasha
moved. 'Look,' she said, 'conme in. W'd better talk.
There's this bl oke here ..."

' The one playing the flute?

She sniled slightly. 'Yeah. He's good, isn't he? I'lI
get rid of him'

Fabi an cl osed the door behind himand foll owed
her up the stairs. She was sone way ahead of hi m and,
as he approached her inner door, he heard voices.

"What' s happening? It was a nan's voice, nuffled
and anxi ous.

"Afriend' s in a bit of bother,' Natasha was sayi ng.
Fabi an entered the sparse bedroom nodded in
greeting at the tall blond man he saw over Natasha's
shoul der. The man had his nouth slightly open, was
fingering his ponytail nervously. In his right hand
was a silver flute. He | ooked up and down at the two
in the doorway.

' Pete, Fabian.' Natasha waved her hand vaguely

between the two in a cursory introduction. 'Sorry,

Pete, but you're going to have to split. | have to talk to
Fabe. Sonething's come up.

The bl ond man nodded and hurriedly gathered his
things together. As he did so, he spoke rapidly.
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‘"Nat asha, do you want to do this again? | felt like
we were ... really getting into it.'

Fabi an rai sed his eyebrows.

The tall nman squeezed past Fabian wi thout taking
his eyes off Natasha. She was clearly distracted, but
she smled and nodded.

'Yeah. For sure. Do you want to | eave ne your
nurmber or sonet hi ng?'

"No, I'lIl conme by again.
"Do you want ny nunber, then?

"No. I'Il just conme by, and if you're not in, I'll
conme by again.' Pete stopped in front of the stairs and
turned back. 'Hope | see you again, Fabian,' he said.

Fabi an nodded abstractedly, then | ooked into Pete's
eyes. The tall man was gazing at himwith a peculiar
intensity, denmanding a response. The two were | ocked
for a nonent, until Fabian acqui esced and nodded

nore pointedly. Only then did Pete seemsatisfied. He
descended the stairs, followed by Natasha.

The two were speaking, but Fabian could not make
out any words. He frowned. The front door sl anmed
shut and Natasha returned to the room

'"He's a bit of a weirdo, isn't he?' Fabian asked.

Nat asha nodded vehenently. "Strue, man, do you
know what | nmean? | threw himout at first, he was
kind of getting |eery.

"Trying it on?

"Kind of. But he was going on and on about
wanting to play with ne, and | was intrigued, and he
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started playing outside. He was good so | |et himback

in.

"Suitably hunbl ed, yeah?' Fabian grinned briefly.

"Damm right. But he plays ... he plays like a
fucki ng angel, Fabe.' She was excited. 'He's the origina
nutter, you're right, | know, but there's

sonet hing very right about his playing.'

There was a short silence. Natasha tugged at Fabian's jacket and pulled himinto the kitchen. 'l
need a coffee, man. You need a coffee. And | need to
know about Saul .’

In the street stood the tall man. He stared up at the
wi ndow, the flute linp in his hand. H's clothes tw sted
in the wind. He was even paler in the cold, in front of
the dark trees. He was quite notionl ess. He watched

the tiny variations of light as bodies noved in and out
of the sitting-room He cocked his ear slightly, pulled
his fringe out of his eyes, twisted a |lock of hair in his
fingers. His eyes were the colour of the clouds. He
raised the flute slowy to his lips, played a brief
refrain. Alittle group of sparrows wheel ed out from
the branches of a tree, circled him The nan | owered
his flute and wat ched as the birds di sappeared.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Two eyes stained yellow by death gaped stupidly. Al

the inperfections of the human body were magnified

by utter stillness. Crowl ey ran his eyes over the face,
took note of the wi de pores, the pocknarks, the hairs
sprouting fromnostrils, the patch of stubble under the
Adam s apple that the razor had nissed.

The skin folded up under the chin and becane a

tightly wound coil, a skein of flesh wung out to dry.
The body was chest-down, |inmbs unconfortable, and

the head was facing the ceiling, twi sted round nearly
180 degrees. Crowl ey stood and pushed his hands into
hi s pockets to disguise their trenbling. He turned and
faced his entourage, two burly officers whose faces
were identical portraits of disbelieving revul sion
scarcely nore nobile than their fallen conrade's.

Crow ey paced through the snall hall to the

bedroom The flat was full of busy peopl e, photographers,
pat hol ogi sts. Fingerprint dust sat in the air in

flat layers, like geol ogical strata.

He peered round the frame of the bedroom door. A
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suited man crouched on the floor before a figure

sitting with splayed | egs, |eaning against a wall.

Crow ey | ooked at the seated man and nmade a snal

di sgusted noise, as if at rotten food. He stared into the
rui nous nmess of the other's face. Blood was sneared
across the wall. The dead man's uni form was saturated
with it, stiff Iike an oilskin coat.

The suited doctor renoved his tentative fingers
fromthe bl oody ness, and gl anced behi nd him at
Crow ey.

"You are...?

‘DI Crowl ey. Doctor, what happened here?

The doctor gestured at the slunped figure. H's
voi ce was utterly detached, exhibiting the defensive
prof essi onali sm Crow ey had seen before at unpl easant

deat hs.

"Ah, this chap, Constable Barker, yes? Well... he's

been hit in the face, basically, very fast and very hard."'

He stood, ran his hands through his hair. 'l think he's

come here to the front of the room opened the door

and been wal |l oped with a... a bloody piledriver which sent himinto the wall and onto the fl oor
at

whi ch poi nt our assail ant has borne down on hi m and
cracked hima few nore tinmes. Once or twice with his

fists, | think, then with a stick or a club or sonething,
lots of long thin bruises across the shoul ders and neck
And the line of damage here ...' He indicated a particul ar

trough in the bone-flecked pulp of the face.

"And the other?'
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The doctor shook his head, and blinked severa

times. 'Never seen that before, to be honest. He's had
hi s neck broken, which sounds straightforward

enough, but... well, ny God, you've seen him yes?
Crow ey nodded. 'I don't know ... do you have any

i dea how strong the human neck is, Inspector? It's not

so very difficult to break a neck but soneone has turned his the wong way round ..

had

to dislocate all the vertebrae conpletely, so that
tension in the flesh doesn't send the head back round
to the front. So they didn't just turn his head round,
they pulled upwards while they were doing it. You're
dealing with soneone very, very strong, and, |

shoul dn't wonder, with sone sort of karate or judo or
sonet hing."'

Crowl ey pursed his lips. 'There's no real sign of
struggle, so they were fast. Page opens the door and

has his neck done in half a second, nmakes a little noise.
Bar ker noves to the door of the bedroom and ...

The doctor | ooked at Crow ey in silence. Crow ey

nodded his thanks and rejoi ned his conpanions.

Herrin and Bailey were still staring at the inplausible
figure of Constabl e Page.

Herrin | ooked up as Crow ey approached. 'Jesus
fucking Christ, sir, it's like that film...'

" The Exorcist. | know, Constable.’
"But like all the way round, sir
"I know, Detective, nowgive it a rest. W're

| eavi ng. "'

92

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/China%20Mieville%20-%20King%20Rat.txt (97 of 422) [10/15/2004 2:24:57 PM]

And t hey' ve



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/China%20M i evill€9620-%20K ing%20Rat. txt

The three ducked under the twi sts of tape which
sealed the flat, and nade their way down through the
bowel s of the building. Qutside, a |arge patch of grass

was still surrounded with the sanme tape that closed off
the flat above. Vicious droplets of glass still littered
the earth.

"It doesn't seem possible, sir,
approached the car.

sai d Bailey, as they

"What do you nean?

"Well, | saw Garanond when he canme in. Quite a

bi g bl oke but no Schwarzenegger. And Jesus, he didn't

| ook capable of..." Bailey spoke quickly, still deeply
shocked.

Crowl ey nodded as he swung the car round. 'I

know you' re never supposed to | et yourself make

j udgenents about who's "the type" and who's not, but
|I'"ve got to adnit, Garanond's shocked nme. | thought,
"Fine, no problem Argues with the dad, struggle,
shoves himout the wi ndow, in shock, goes to bed."
Bit odd that, | admt, but when you' re drunk and
freaked out, you do odd things.

"But | certainly didn't have himdown for the little
Houdi ni he turned out to be. And as for this ...

Herrin was noddi ng vehenently.

"How di d he do that? Door open, cell enpty, no
one sees him no one hears a thing.'

"But all this," continued Crowey, "this is areal... surprise.' He gobbed the word out with
di sgust. He
spoke slowly, his quiet voice halting nonentarily
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bet ween each word. 'Wat | interviewed | ast night

was a scared, confused, fucked-up little man. Watever
escaped fromthe station was sone sort of master
crimnal, and whatever killed Page and Barker was ..
an ani mal .'

He thinned his eyes and gently thunped the
steering-wheel. 'But everything about this is weird.

Way did none of the neighbours hear anything going

on between him and the dad? Hi s canping story

checks out?" Herrin nodded. 'We can put himin WIIesden
at about ten, M Garanond hit the ground at

about ten-thirty, el even. Sonmeone shoul d've heard it.
How s it going with the rest of the famly?

"Series of blanks,' said Bailey. 'Mums | ong dead,
you know, and she was an orphan. His dad's parents
are dead, there's no uncles, an aunt in Anerica no
one's seen for years ... I'mnoving on to his mates
Sone of them have already been calling in. W'll go
chase them up.

Crowl ey grunted assent as they pulled in at the
station. Coll eagues slowed as he wal ked past, gazed at
hi m unhappily, wanting to say sonethi ng about Page
and Barker. He pre-enpted them by noddi ng sadly,

then noved on. He had no desire to share his shock

He returned to his desk, sipping the crap fromthe

cof fee machine. Crow ey was | osing his grasp on what

was going on. It was disquieting him The previous

eveni ng, when he had di scovered that Saul had wal ked

out of his cell, he had been filthy angry, livid - but he
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had nmade the right noi ses, done the right things.
There'd been sone major fuck-up obviously, and he

woul d have serious words with a few people, just as

t he governor had had words with him He had sent

men out delving into WI Il esden's darkness; Saul could
not have got far. As a precaution, he had sent Barker

to join Page in the boring task of watching over the
crime scene, just in case Saul should be so stupid as to
return hone.

VWhich it seenmed he had done. But not the Sau

he had interviewed, he would not believe that. He

accepted that he made ni stakes, could m sjudge

peopl e, but not like that, he could not believe it. Sonething
had denmented Saul, given himthe strength of

t he unhi nged, and changed himfromthe person

Crowl ey had interviewed into the devastating assassin

who had brought such carnage to the small flat.

Why had he not run? Crowl ey could not understand.

He shoved his fingers into his eyes, kneaded

themtill they ached. Saul had returned, he pictured
it, disorientated and stunbling, to the flat; to atone,
perhaps, to try to renenber, perhaps; and when he
opened the door on the nen in uniformhe should

have run, or fallen to the floor crying, denied al

know edge, snivell ed.

I nstead he had reached out towards Constable

Page, taken his head in his hands and torn it around in
| ess than a second. Crowl ey winced. H s eyes were
closed but that was no respite fromthe brutal image.
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Saul had quietly dosed the door behind him had 1 turned to Constabl e Barker who was surely gazing
at

himin nomentary confusion, had punched hi m back

five feet, following the suddenly |inp body, and beaten

his face systematically into a broken, bloody, shattered

t hi ng.

Const abl e Page was a stupid stocky man, quite new

to the force. He was tal kative, forever telling idiot

j okes. They were often racist, although his girlfriend,
Crow ey knew, was of m xed race. Barker was a perpetua
footsol dier, had been a constable for too |ong,

but woul d not get the message and change his career
Crow ey had not known either of the nmen well.

There was an unpl easant sonbreness about the
station: not so much shock as a tentative uncertainty
about how to react. People were unused to death.

Crowl ey put his head in his hands. He did not
know where Saul was, he did not know what to do.
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CHAPTER EI GHT

G easy-1 ooking clouds slid above the alley in which
King Rat and Saul sat digesting. Everything seened
dirty to Saul. His clothes and face and hair were
sneared with a day and a half's nuck, and now dirt

was inside him As he drew sustenance fromit, it

col oured what he could see, but he | ooked around at
his newy tarnished world as if it were a cynosure. It
hel d no horror for him

Purity is a negative state and contrary to nature, Saul
He coul d see the world clearly in all its natural and
supernatural inmpurity, for the first time in his life.

He was conscious of his own snell: the old acridity
of al cohol splashed on these clothes [ong ago, the
muck fromthe gutter of the roof, rotting food; but
sonet hi ng new underneath it all. A taste of aninal in
his sweat, sonething of that scent which had entered
his cell with King Rat two nights ago. Maybe it was
in his mnd. Maybe there was nothing beyond the
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faint remmants of deodorant, but Saul believed he
could snell the rat in himconing out.

Ki ng Rat | eaned back agai nst the rubbish sacks,
staring at the sky.

"It occurs,' he said presently, 'that thee and ne
shoul d scarper. Full?'

Saul nodded. 'You've got a story to tell ne,' he said.

"I knowit,' said King Rat. '"But | can't exercise

mysel f on that particular just yet. |I've to teach you to
be rat. Your eyes aren't even open yet; you're still such
amwing little furless thing. So ..." He got to his

feet. 'What say we retire? Grab a bit of tucker for the
underground.' He pushed handfuls of |eftover fruitcake
into his pockets.

King Rat turned to face the wall behind the rubbish
sacks. He noved to the right-angle of brick where the
wal | met one side of the narrow all ey, wedged hinsel f
within it in his inpossible way, and began to scale the
wall. He teetered at the top, twenty feet up, his feet
daintily picking between rusting coils of barbed wire
as though they were flowers. He squatted between

t hem and beckoned to Saul

Saul approached the wall. He set his teeth and
jutted out his lower jaw, confrontational. He pushed
hi nself into the corner space, as hard as he coul d,
feeling his flesh nould itself into the space. He

reached up with his arns. Like a rat, he thought, squeeze and nove and pul

fingers
gripped the spaces between bricks and he haul ed
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hinmself up with a prodigious strength. H's face ball ooned
with effort, his feet scrabbled, but he was

progressing up the wall in his own undignified

fashion. He et out a grow, and heard an adnonitory

hi ssing from above him He pushed his right armup

again, the dank snell of rat-sweat nore evident than

ever beneath his arns. Hi s legs failed him he quivered
and fell, was caught and pulled into the thicket of
crunbling wre.

"Not so bad, ratling boy. Isn't it a marvel what you
can do with a scrap of decent grub in your belly? You
were right up near the top.'

And Saul felt pride at his clinbing.

Bel ow themwas a little courtyard henmed in on al

sides by dirty walls and wi ndows. To Saul's new eyes

the robust dirt of the enclosure was al nbst too vibrant

to look at. Every corner teened with the spreading

stains of decay; this weak spot of the city had been
convi nci ngly annexed by the forces of filth. A disconcerting
line of dolls gently noul dered where they had

been placed, their backs to the wall, eyes on the
pewt er - col oured plug in the corner of the courtyard.
A manhol e.

Ki ng Rat exhal ed through his nose triunphantly.
"Hone,' he hissed. 'Into the pal ace.

He leapt fromthe top of the wall, landing in a
crouch over the manhole, surrounding it. He nmade no
sound as he cane to rest on the concrete. His coat
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drifted down around him surrounding himlike
oily puddle. He | ooked up and wait ed.

Saul | ooked down and felt the old fears. He steele
himsel f, swallowed. He willed hinmself to junp, bvif
his legs had | ocked into a fearful squat, and he gre
exasperated as he readied hinself to | and beside
uncle. He breathed in, once, tw ce, very deeply, tr
stood, swung his arnms and | aunched hinself at the
shape waiting for him

He saw greys and reds of bricks and concrete |urct
around himin slow notion, he noved his body, pre
pared his | anding, as he saw King Rat's grin approa
himat speed; then the world jolted hard, his eyes and
teeth juddered in his face, and he was down. Hi s knees
pushed all the air out of his stomach, but he smle
with exhilaration as he overcanme his spasmng bellyS!
and sucked air into his lungs. He had flown, had

| anded ready. He was shedding his humanity |ike an;
ol d snakeskin, scratching it off in great swathes. It wasf
so fast, this assunption of a new forminside.

"You're a good boy,' said King Rat, and busied
hinself with the nmetal in the ground

Saul | ooked up. He saw figures nmove behind th«
wi ndows above, wondered if anyone could see them

King Rat's London snarl had assumed a didactic

tone. 'Pay attention, ratling. This here is the entrance
to your cerenonial abode. The all of Rome-vill is;

yours by rights, you're royalty. But there's a special]
pal ace, the rat's own hidey-hole, and you bing a waste
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there through these portholes.' He indicated the netal
cover. 'Observe.'

King Rat's fingers scuttled over the iron disc |like a
virtuoso typist's, investigating its surface. He turned

his head fromside to side, cocked it briefly, then suddenly
tensed his body and slipped his fingers into

infinitesimal gaps between the seal and its shaft. It

was |ike sleight of hand: Saul could not see what had
happened, or how the fingers had fit, yet they were

there, pulling, in the gaps.

The manhol e cover twisted with a yelp of rust.
There was a rush of dirty wind as King Rat pulled it
free.

Saul stared into the pit. The swirling winds of the
courtyard yanked at the rich-snmelling wisps of vapour
energing fromthe hole. The sewer was gorged with
darkness; it seened to overflow, seeping out of the
open concrete and obscuring the ground. The organic
scent of conpost billowed out. Just visible, a |adder
driven into the subterranean brick plunged out of
sight. Were it was riveted to the wall, netal had
oxi di zed and | eached out profusely, making the sewer
bl eed rust. The sound of a thin flow of water was
anplified by the yawning tunnels, naking for a

bi zarre boonming trickle.

King Rat | ooked at Saul. He clenched his hand into

a fist, extended a pointing index finger, and his hand
described an el aborate twi sting path through the air,
playfully circling, till it spiralled down and canme to
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rest pointing into the sewer. King Rat stood at the
edge of the thin circle. He stepped out over the hole
and dropped through the pavenent. There was a tiny
echoi ng danp sound.

King Rat's voice energed from underground.
' Down you cone.'
Saul squeezed his hips through the hole.

Tut alidonit,' said King Rat from bel ow, and

| aughed briefly. Saul funbled with the netal cover. He
was half in, half out of the sewer. He sank under the
wei ght of the netal. He held it above his head and
descended. The |ight di sappeared.

Saul shivered in the cold of the sewer. Hs feet

cl apped on the netal. He stunbled as his feet hit

wet ness. He backed away fromthe | adder and rubbed

hinself in the darkness. Air gusted and hissed; freezing water flooded his shoes.

"Where are you?' he whispered.

"Watching,' cane King Rat's voice. It noved

around him "Wiit. You'll see. You've never tried this,
| addi e, so hold your horses. The darkmans is nothing
to you.'

Saul stood still. H's hands were invisible before
hi m

Shapes noved in front of him He thought they

were real until the corridors thensel ves began to
emerge fromthe darkness and he realized that those
other fleeting, indistinct fornms were born in his mnd
They were dispelled as Saul began to see.
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He saw the nuck of the drains. He saw t he energy

it contained spilling out, a grey light that showed no
colours but illum nated the danp tunnels. Before him

a study in perspective, the shit- and al gae-encrusted
wall s of the shaft meeting in the di stance. Behind him
and to his right nore tunnels, and everywhere the

snell, rot and faeces, and the pungent snell of piss, rat
piss. He winkled his nose, his hackles rising.

"No worries,' said King Rat, a figure saturated in
shadows, drenched in them a nass of darkness. ' Sone
cove's staked a claimand nade a mark, but we're royalty. Hys territory doesn't nmean fuck to us.'

Saul | ooked about him A thin rivulet of dirty water
seeped by at his feet. Hi s every novenent seened to
set off an expl osion of echoes. He stood in a tw sting
brick cylinder seven feet in dianeter. From everywhere
cane the noises of streanm ng water and falling

stones, and organi c sounds of squeaks and scratches,
peaki ng, dying out and being replaced, sounds far

away being witten over by those nearby, a palinpsest
of noi se.

‘I want to see you leg it, staying numas you like,"’
said King Rat. He startled Saul. H s voi ce wandered
through the tunnels, exploring every corner. 'l want
to see you shift your arse, clinb sharpish. | want to
see you swim School is in.'

King Rat turned to face the sane direction as Saul
He pointed into the charcoal grey.
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"W're off thataway. And we're off sharpish. So pul
your ringer out and keep up. Ready, ny old |ad?

Saul shivered with excitenent, the cold irrel evant
now, and crouched in a starter's position

' Come on, then,' he said.
King Rat turned and bolted.

Saul did not feel his | egs noving as he followed. The
rapid, faint beat of footsteps he heard was his own;

Ki ng Rat was soundl ess. Saul could feel his nose tw tching
and he felt |ike |aughing.

He panted with exhilaration. King Rat was an ill
defined blur before him his coat flapping vaguely in

t he noi sone wi nd. Tunnel s passed by on either side,
wat er spattered him King Rat di sappeared suddenly,
cutting sharply left down a snmaller tunnel where the
wat er pressure was greater, swirling insistently around
Saul's legs. He pulled his |legs up out of the stream

King Rat turned his head for a second, a flash of

pal e flesh. He crouched as he ran and pulled to a

sudden halt. He waited briefly while Saul caught him

up, then ducked into a claustrophobic shaft barely

three feet high. Saul did not hesitate, but dove in after
hi m

Saul 's breath and the sound of his flesh on the brick
came bouncing back at him as loud and intinate as
if they existed only in his head. He stumnbl ed, nud
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snearing his legs, careering along the tube in a nessy,
effective fashion

H s nose hit wet cloth. King Rat had stopped
suddenl y.

Saul peered over King Rat's shoul der.
"What is it? he hissed.

King Rat jerked his head. He raised his hand, pointing
perfunctorily.

Sonet hing noved in the flat, |leaden light. Two

smal | creatures edged backwards and forwards uneasily
in the brick warren. They crept a few i neffectua
inches in one direction, then in another, without once
taking their eyes fromthe figures before them

Rat s.
King Rat was quite still. Saul hovered, bewi | dered.

One rat stood on either side of the dirty water.
They noved in concert, forward together, backwards
together, a tentative dance, staring at King Rat.

"What' s happeni ng?' whi spered Saul
King Rat did not answer.

One of the rats scuttled forward and sat up on its

hind legs, six feet in front of King Rat. It paddl ed

its front | egs aggressively, squeaked, bared its teeth. It
returned to all fours and crept a little further forward,
baring its teeth, clearly afraid but apparently angry,
cont enpt uous.

The rat appeared to spit.

Ki ng Rat suddenly barked in outrage and | urched
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forward, his armoutstretched, but the two rats had bol ted.

Ki ng Rat picked hinself silently out of the nuck
and continued al ong the tunnel

'Hey, hey, hold on,' said Saul in amazenent. King
Rat kept moving. 'Wiat the fuck was that all about?

Ki ng Rat kept noving.
"What' s goi ng on?' shouted Saul

"Stow it!' screaned King Rat without turning. He

crept on. '"Not now,' he said nore quietly. 'That's the
seat of my sorrow. Not now. Just you wait till | get
you hone. '

He di sappeared round a corner

Saul becane lulled by the sewers. He kept King Rat in

his sights, losing hinself in the danp brick convol utions.
More rats passed them but no nore taunted

themas the first two had seenmed to do. They stopped

when they saw King Rat, and then quickly ran.

King Rat ignored them w nding through the
conpl ex at a constant quick trudge.

Saul felt like a tourist. He investigated the walls in
passing, reading the mldew on the bricks. He was
hypnoti zed by his own footsteps. Tine passed as a
succession of brick tributaries. He was ignorant of the
cold and intoxicated by the snell. QOccasional grow s

of traffic filtered through the earth and tar above, to
yawn t hrough the cavernous sewers.
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Presently King Rat stopped in a tunnel through

which the two explorers had to crawl. He turned to

face Saul, a trick which | ooked inpossible in the tiny

space. The air was thick with the snmell of piss, a particular
piss, a strong, famliar snell, the snell which

permeat ed King Rat's cl ot hes.

"Righto," murnured King Rat. 'So have you

cl ocked your whereabouts?' Saul shook his head.

"W're at the crossroads of Ronme-vill, the centre, ny

very own conjunction, under King's Cross. Hold

your tongue and prick up your ears: hear the trains growing'} Got the map in your bonce? Learn
the way. This is where you've to get to. Just follow your

Suppose. |'ve marked out my manor nice and strong,

you can sniff it out from anywhere underground.’

And Saul felt suddenly sure that he could find his way

there, as easy as breathing.

But he | ooked around him and could see only the
same bricks, the same dirty water as everywhere el se

"What,' he ventured slowy, 'is here?

King Rat pushed his finger against his nose and
wi nked.

"l set nyself down anywhere | bl oody fancy, but a

king wants a pal ace.' As he spoke, King Rat was
busying hinself with the bricks below him running a

I ong fingernail between them creating a rising worm
of dirt. He traced a jagged square of brick whose
uneven sides were a little less than two feet long. He
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dug his fingernails under the corners and pul | ed what
| ooked like a tray of bricks out of the floor

Saul whistled with amazenent at the hole he had
uncovered. The wi nd played over the new y opened

hole Iike a flute. He | ooked at the bricks King Rat

hel d. They were an artifice, a single concrete plug with
angl ed edges under the thin veneer oi brick, so that it
sat snug and invisible in the tunnel floor

Saul peered into the opening. A chute curved away
steeply out of sight. He | ooked up, King Rat was
hugging the lid, waiting for Saul

Saul swung his legs over the lip of the chute, and
breathed its stale air. He pushed hinself forward with
his bumand slid under the tight curve, greased

with living sline.

A breakneck careering ride and Saul was deposited
breathl ess into a pool of freezing water. He spluttered
and gobbed, enptying his nmouth of the taste of dirt

and squeezing his eyes clear. Wien he opened them

he stopped quite still, water dripping fromhis open
nmout h.

The walls stretched out away from each other so

suddenly and violently it was as though they were

afraid of one another. Saul sat in the cold pool at one
end of the chamber. It swept out, a three-dinmensiona
ellipse, like a raindrop on its side, ninety feet |ong,
with himdunbstruck at the thin end. Reinforced

brick ribs striped trie walls of the chanber and arched
over head: cathedral architecture, thirty feet high, like
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the fossilized belly of a whale | ong entonbed under
the city.

Saul stunmbled fromthe pool, took a few short

steps forward. To either side the roomdipped a little,
creating a thin nmoat drawing its water fromthe poo
into which the chute had deposited Saul. Every few
feet, just above the noat, were the circular ends of

pi pes di sappearing, Saul supposed, into the main

sewer above.

Before himthere was a rai sed wal kway, which

clinmbed an incline until at the opposite end of the
chanber it was eight feet fromthe floor, and there was
the throne.

It faced Saul. It was rough, a utilitarian design
scul pted with bricks, like everything under the
ground. The throne-roomwas quite enpty.

Behi nd Saul sonething hit the water. The report
| ei surely explored the room King Rat canme to stand
behi nd Saul .

"Ta very nmuch, M Bazal gette.'

Saul turned his head, shook it to show that he did

not understand. King Rat scanpered up the wal kway

and curled into the chair. He sat facing Saul, one |eg
thrown over a brickwork arm H's voice cane as clear
as ever to Saul's ears, although he did not raise it.

"He was the man with the plan, built the whole
maze in the time of the | ast queen. People owe him
their flush crappers, and ne... | can thank himfor
my underworl d.'
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"But all this ...' breathed Saul. This room... why
did he build this roont

"M Bazal gette was a canny gent.' King Rat

sni ckered unpleasantly. 'I had a few whids, burnt his

| ugholes, told hima few tales, sights |I'd seen. W had
a conflab about himand his habits, not all of which
were unknown to nme.' King Rat w nked exaggeratedly.

'He was of the opinion that these tales should

remai n undi scl osed. W came to an arrangenent.

You'll not find this here burrow, mny cubby-hole, on

any plans.'

Saul approached King Rat's throne. He squatted on
all fours in front of the seat.

‘What are we doi ng here? What do we do now?

Saul was suddenly weary of followi ng like a disciple,
unable to intervene or shape events. 'I want to know
what you want.'

King Rat stared at himw t hout speaking.

Saul continued. 'Is this about those rats?' he said.
There was no answer.

"I's this about the rats? Wat was that about? You're
the king, right? You' re King Rat. So command t hem |
didn't see them showing any tribute or respect. They

| ooked pretty pissed off to me. Wiat's this about? Cal
on the rats, make them conme to you.'

There was no sound in the hall. King Rat continued
to stare.
Eventual | y he spoke. '"Not... yet.'

Saul wait ed.
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"I won't... yet. They're still... narked... with
me. They'll not do what | tell themjust yet.'

'How | ong have they been ... narked?
' Seven hundred years.'

King Rat | ooked a pathetic figure. He skul ked with
his characteristic conbinati on of defensiveness and
arrogance. He | ooked | onely.

"You're .. . not the king at all, are you?

"/ amthe king!' King Rat was on his feet, spitting at
the figure below him 'Don't dare talk to ne |ike that!
I"'mthe King, I|'"'mthe one, the cutpurse, the thief, the
deserter chief!’

'So what's going on}' yelled Saul

"Sonething . .. went.. . wong . .. Once upon a

time. Rats've long nmenories, see? King Rat thunped

his head. 'They don't forget stuff. They keep it all in
the noggin. That's all. And you're involved, sunshine.
This is all tied up with the one that wants you dead,
the cove that bunped off your fucking dad."'

Fucki ng dad, said the echoes for a long tine
af terwards.

"What... who ... is it?'" said Saul

King Rat | ooked balefully at himw th those
shadow encrusted eyes.

' The Ratcatcher.’
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PART THREE

LESSONS | N
RHYTHM AND

H STORY
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CHAPTER NI NE

Al nost as soon as Fabian had |l eft, Pete had appeared.
H s alacrity was suspicious. |In another nood it woul d
have pi ssed Natasha off, but she felt like forgetting
about Saul, just for a short tine.

She and Fabi an had sat up late in her small kitchen

Fabi an al ways conment ed on Natasha's rat her

sel f-consciously mninalist approach to decor, conplaining
that it made himfeel uneasy, but that night

they had other things on their nmind. The faint strains

of Drum and Bass filtered through fromthe stereo

next door.

The next norning Natasha rose at eight, regretting
the cigarettes she had shared with Fabian. He rolled
out of the sl eeping-bag she had I ent him when he
heard her stir. They had no nore words to say about
Saul . They were nunb and tired. Fabian |eft quickly.

Nat asha wandered out of the kitchen dripping

ni ght-clothes, pulling a shapel ess sweater over her
shoul ders. She turned on the stereo, slipped the needle
onto the vinyl on the turntable. It was the best of |ast
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year's conpil ati ons, now sonme nonths old, rendering
it an ancient classic in the fast-nutating world of
Drum and Bass.

She ran her hands through her hair, pulling brutally
at the tangl es.

Pete rang the bell. She guessed it was him

She was tired but she let himin. As he drank her

cof fee, she | eaned agai nst the counter and peered at
him She considered himugly, his pale skin and thin
linmbs. He was hardly a style guru, either. The world
of Jungle could be elitist. She smled slightly at the
t hought of the rudeboys and hard-steppers in the club
AWDL being presented with this under-sunned
apparition, conplete with flute.

" How nuch do you know about Drum and Bass?'
she asked.

He shook his head. 'Not nuch, really ..."

"l can tell. \Wen you played yesterday it was

i mpressive, but 1've got to tell you it's a weird idea playing flutes or shit like that to Jungle.
If it's going to

work, we're going to have to figure it out carefully.'

He nodded, his face conmical with concentration

Nat asha al nbst wi shed for a repeat of his extraordinary
performance of the previous day, his sudden

knowi ng smle. The alternative was so cringing, so
desperate to please, that it all but nauseated her. If this
day didn't go well, she decided, she wasn't having any

nmore of it.
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She sighed. '"I"mnot cutting anything with you

wi t hout you knowi ng sonet hi ng about the nusic.

Just because Ceneral fucking Levy gets a single in the
top ten, and sone art-school wankers start witing
about Jungle, and the next thing you know anyt hi ng
with a backbeat's "Jungle". Even Everything But The
fucking Grl!' She folded her arns. 'Everything But
The Grl aren't Jungle, alright?

He nodded. It was clear he had never heard of
Everything But The Grl.

She cl osed her eyes and bit back a grin.

"Right. There's a lot going on in Jungle: there's
intelligent Jungle, there's Hardstep, Techstepping,

Jazz Jungle ... | like "emall, but |I can't cut Hardstep
tracks. Al the darkness edges. You want Hardstep, go

to Ed Rush or Skyscraper or sonething, OK? | cut

tunes nore |ike Bukem DJ Rap, stuff like that.’

Nat asha was enjoyi ng herself enornously, |ecturing

him watching his eyes dart frantically around. He had
no i dea what she was tal ki ng about.

'DJs have started bringing nusicians to gigs; Goldie
brings in a drumer, and stuff |ike that. Sone people
don't like it, they reckon Jungle should be digital or
nothing. I'mnot down with that, but | got no

i medi ate plans to be dragging you on stage either.
VWhat I'minterested in is maybe playing with you for

a while and sanpling sone of your flute for the top
end. Loop it and cut it and stuff.
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Pet e nodded. He was funbling with his case,
assenbling his flute.

Saul woke in the throne-roomunder the city. He sat
curled up in the cold, below the unnmoving shape of
King Rat, stiff on his throne. As soon as Saul's eyes
opened, King Rat stood up. He had been waiting for
Saul to awake.

They ate and |left the chanber by the brick |adder

whi ch crept up behind the throne, energing by means

of anot her hidden door into the main sewer. Saul foll owed
King Rat through the tunnels, and this tine

he paid attention to his |ocation, his novenents, he
created a map in his head, he tracked hinself.

The water rushed around themas drizzle hit the

urban sprawl above and poured into their recesses. It
slid around the bricks, transporting a sudden del uge

of oil. The walls here were coated with fat, thick with
transl ucent white residue.

"Restaurants,' hissed King Rat as he plunged on

and Saul picked up his feet to avoid the slippery nuck.
He could snell it as he ran past, the stench of old
frying and stale butter. It nade himhungry. He ran

a finger along the wall as he noved, sucked the

gl uti nous ness he had picked up, and | aughed, stil
amazed and excited by his hunger for old food.

Saul could hear things frantically escaping their
path. The corridors were thick with rats, nibbling at
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the walls and the abundant edible detritus, fleeing as
t hey approached. King Rat hissed and the path ahead
of them cl eared.

The two of them quit the underground, energing

into a Piccadilly backstreet, behind a great stinking
pil e of food waste, gastrononmic effluent spewed out
by London's finest.

They ate. Saul devoured a crushed concoction of
old cold fish in sone rich sauce, King Rat wol fing
broken tiram su and pol enta cake.

And then up onto the roofs, King Rat ascendi ng by

a stairway of iron piping and broken brick. As soon as

he had used it, its purpose becane clear. Saul saw

through vul gar reality, discerned possibilities. Alternative
architecture and topography were asserting

thensel ves. He foll owed w thout hesitation, slipping

behind sl ate screens and runni ng unseen over the

skyl i ne.

They barely spoke. Periodically, King Rat would

stop and stare at Saul, investigate his notions, nod or
indicate to hima nore effective way to clinb or hide
or junmp. They picked their way over banks and

behi nd publi shi ng houses, sly and invisible.

Ki ng Rat whi spered obscure descriptions under his
breath. He waved at the buildings they passed and
murnured at Saul, hinted at the dark truth concerning
the scratchmarks on the walls, the hollows that broke
up lines of chimeys, the destination of the cats that
scattered at their approach
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They wove in and out of central London, clinbing,
creepi ng, noving behi nd houses and between t hem

over offices and under the streets. Magic had entered
Saul's life. It didn't nmatter any nore that he didn't
under st and.

This was a million mles fromthe tawdry world of
conjuring tricks. His life was in thrall to another hex,
a power which had crept into his police cell and
clained him a dirty, raw nagic, a spell that stank of
pi ss. This was urban voodoo, fuelled by the sacrifices
of road deaths, of cats and people dying on the tarnac,
an | Ching of spilled and stolen groceries, a Cabbal a
of road signs. Saul could feel King Rat watching him

He felt giddy with rude, secul ar energy.

They ate. They raced north beyond King's Cross

and Islington, the light already hinting that it would
soon | eave. They passed Hanpstead, Saul still not
tired, gorging hinself fromtime to tinme from
backstreet rubbish bins. They skirted briefly into
Hanpst ead Heath, out of the intricate paved worl d.
They doubl ed back and found their way through

smal | parks and al ong i gnored bus routes to the
borders of the financial world, the Gty.

Saul and King Rat stood behind a cafe on the corner
of High Hol born and Ki ngsway. Away in the east was
the forest of skyscrapers where so nmuch noney

was made. A huge squat building stood before them a
financial Gornmenghast, a hulk of steel and concrete
whi ch seemed to exude like a growh fromthe buil d120
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ings around it. It was inpossible to define where it
began and ended.

Away in Ladbroke Grove, Pete peered over Natasha's

shoul der. She indicated the tiny grey screen on her
keyboard as the beats cascaded out of the speakers.

She was tweaking the treble, playing with sounds.

Pete's pale eyes flitted fromscreen to speaker to flute.

Fabi an energed from W I | esden police station, cursing
with disbelief. He slipped into patois, into Anerican
slang, into profanities.

' Banbacl aht not herfucker shithead bl abddaht whitebread pig chickenshit piss-artist fuckers

He westled with his jacket and stormed towards
the tube station. The police had arrived to pick himup
wi t hout warning, had not |et himtake his bike.

He still muttered obscenities in his rage. He

flounced up the hill to the underground.

Kay stood under Natasha's w ndow, wondering what
she had done to her nusic, where she'd got the flute
sound from

"l don't think he knows anything, sir,' said Herrin.
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Crowl ey nodded in vague agreenent. He was not |istening. Were are you, Saul? he thought.

Who's the Ratcatcher? Saul wondered. What wants to kill ne? But King Rat had npoched into
mel anchol i a

after he had nentioned the nane, and woul d say

not hi ng nore. Tine enough for that, he had said. |

don't want to scare you.

King Rat and Saul saw the sun turn red over the
Thames. Saul found hinself scranbling wthout fear

up the vast wires of the Charing Cross railway bridge,
| ooki ng out over the river. He hugged the netal

Trains wiggled below like illum nated worns.

Sout h, and they careered secretly through Brixton
bore west for W nbl edon.

King Rat told nore and nmore stories about the city
as they passed. His assertions were wild and poetic,
unreal, senseless. Hi s tone was as casual as a cabby's.

The tour seened to end quite suddenly, and they
wound back towards Battersea. Saul was exhil arated.
H s body throbbed with exhaustion and power. The
city's mne, he thought. He felt headstrong and

i nt oxi cat ed.

They came to a manhole in a deserted car park and

King Rat stood aside. Saul w ped the dust fromthe
metal disc. He funbled with it, pushed his fingers
around it. He felt strong. H's muscles were taut from
the continual effort of the day, and he rubbed themin
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a notion that would have been narcissistic were it not
for his obvious amazenent. He twisted at the netal,
felt his pores open with sweat and dirt then clog them
i nvigorating him

The cover squeal ed nmonentarily and burst fromits
housi ng.

Saul barked in triunph and ducked into the darkness.

The nusic com ng from Natasha's w ndow was by
Hydro, Fabian realized. He had cal med sonewhat in
the tine it had taken for himto reach Ladbroke
G ove. The sky boiled in time to the beats.

He hammered on the door. Natasha canme to him
openi ng the door, her snall grin frozen by his scow.

"Tash, man, you ain't going to fucking believe it.
Just keeps getting weirder.'

She stood aside for him As he canme up the stairs he
heard Kay's | aconic assertions.

go down there once or twice a nonth, you
know, and all Goldie and shit and them cone there
sonmetimes ... Hey, Fabian, whassup man?

Kay sat on the edge of the bed and peered up at
him Pete sat sonewhat stiffly in a chair brought in
fromthe kitchen

Kay's ani able face was devoid of concern, blind to
Fabi an's nood. He sat with the same vague, open
smle while Natasha caught up and entered the room
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Pete was clearly unconfortable, but he sat with his
eyes unblinking on Fabian until Natasha arrived.

Fabi an paused before speaki ng.

"I just spent the afternoon with the fucking pigs

dem They been giving ne serious shit for nuff tine,
all fucking day, "Wat can you tell us about Saul ?"
told the notherfuckers tinme and fucking again, | don't
knows”~z'r.'

Nat asha sat cross-1egged on the mattress.
"They still think Saul did in his dad?
Fabi an | aughed theatrically.

"Oh, Tash, man, no no no, not any nore, that's nothing, that's the |east of anyone's worries.' He
sucked his teeth and pulled a battered newspaper out

of his bag, waved it in front of them The story was

t hunbed, the ink sneared. 'You won't get much from

that,' he said as they tracked it with their eyes. 'Only

the bare bones. Lemme give you the real deal

"Saul 's gone. He escaped.

Fabi an | aughed unpl easantly at Kay's and Natasha's
dunmbf ounded expressions. He pre-enpted their exclamations.

‘Not yet, man, there's nore. Two police got killed

at Saul's dad's flat, smashed up bad. And it |ooks ..
they reckon Saul did it. They're fucking bananas to
find him They' Il conme for you all, your turn soon
Wth all the fucking questions.'

No one spoke.

The strains of Hydro were alone in filling the room
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CHAPTERTEN

Ki ng Rat was gone.

Saul brooded. He felt gorged on the supernatura
and surreal

He was crouched behind King Rat's throne. He

had lain down there after the epic journey around
London, sated and exhausted. That ni ght he had
oozed in and out of sleep and when he awoke, King
Rat had gone.

Saul had risen and nmeandered around the room He
listened to the sound of dripping and di stant how s.

Ki ng Rat had pi nned a grubby piece of paper to the
t hr one.

back soon, it said. stay put.
Al one, Saul felt unreal

It was difficult to believe that he existed independently
of King Rat, that King Rat was not a fignent of

his i magination, or Saul of his. Saul felt the stirrings
of panic.

Al one, he was suddenly sick of King Rat's evasion. What was the Ratcatcher? he wanted to know.
Ki ng
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Rat would not say. Their run across the city had been
|largely silent. Wth King Rat by his side, Saul had
acqui esced, was conplicit in the cover-up; he had been
busy listening to the rat in himwake up

But alone, he realized that it had been a long tine
since he had thought of his father's death. That he had
been remiss in his nourning. His father's death was

the fulcrum Understand that and he would know

what wanted to kill him he would know why the rats
woul d not obey their king.

Wth King Rat by his side, Saul had seen a new city.

The map of London had been ripped up and redrawn

according to King Rat's criteria. Al one, Saul was suddenly
afraid that the city no | onger existed.

Stay put? he thought. Fuck that.
Saul clinmbed out of the roomand into the sewer.

W nd swept through the tunnels. Saul stood perfectly
still and |istened. He could not hear King Rat
anywhere. He replaced the door to the hidden exit and noved gingerly away.

As he left the side tunnel which conceal ed the ways

in and out of the throne-room the strong snell of
King Rat's piss dissipated. Three rats hovered outside
the tunnel, noving nervously, regarding him He was
unafrai d but uncertain. He stopped and wat ched.

One of the three scanpered forward a little and
shook its head in a shockingly human notion.

Saul took off through the sewers, trenbling with
trepidation. Al one, the sewer was a different world
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fromthe one that King Rat had shown him but Saul

was not afraid. He wal ked through an ol factory pat chwork,
and the snells of piss told himstories. The rat

who pissed here was aggressive and quick to anger

the one who pissed here was a follower; the one here

ate too much, and his favourite food was chicken.

Saul could feel the city above him He felt lines and
directions pull at him He followed the geomantic

t uggi ng.

From behi nd him Saul heard a pattering. He

turned, and in the grey non-light he sawthree rats
following him He stopped still and watched them
They halted six feet fromhimand shifted, wthout
taking their eyes fromhim As he watched two nore
rats junped froma pipe that jutted into the tunnel
and joined their fell ows.

Saul backed up a little and the rats foll owed,
keeping their distance. One of them squeaked | oudly
and the others joined in, a discordant cacophony

whi ch was taken up throughout the tunnels nearby.
Smal | feet scanpered fromall directions towards him
The squeal i ng reverberated around Saul's head.

More rats began to froth around him out of the

side tunnels and the surroundi ng dark. They cane in
twos and threes and tens, and although he did not fear
them t he sheer nunmber was overwhel m ng. There was

no light to glint off the hundreds of eyes which ringed
him they remained only little points of blackness in
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the general gloom foci in the simering nmass of
bodi es which had filled the tunnel around him

The squealing continued. It filled his head.

Suddenly, through his trepidation Saul felt a burst

of excitenment. He was confused by the sensation, it

felt alien and out of place. And he realized that it was
not his excitement at all, but that of the rats, that he
understood their shrill conmunication, that he could
feel what they felt.

He was awash with vicarious enotions.

Saul trenbled and turned. There was nothing to

di stingui sh what was before himfromwhat was

behi nd, everywhere was filled with the tiny eyes and
bodi es of the rats. The rats' voices were tremnul ous,
cosseting, pleading.

Saul fled the pressure of the sound, flooded by
panic. He turned and | eapt over the mass of bodies,
whi ch parted under him little islands of clear sewer
appearing under his feet as he |anded, tails being
whi sked out of the way. The voices were suddenly

pl aintive. They followed him

Saul ran through the tunnels and the rats scanpered

after him Ahead of himhe saw a wal |l - nbunt ed

| adder. He leapt up, caught it. The rats junped, scratching
at the bottomrail. Saul felt a surge of relief as he

| ooked down into their inscrutable faces.

He clinbed and forced open the nmetal cover
peepi ng out through the crack. The exit was fringed
with high grass. Saul clinbed out of the depths and
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energed in a holl ow between shadowy bushes. He

was in a deserted park. Above the distant hum of
traffic there were closer sounds of birds. Saul saw
wat er before him a twisted | ake with isl ands.

Trees franed his field of vision. He saw a shape

over the arboreal boundary: a huge gilded done surnounted
with a shaving of crescent noon. London's

central mosque, burnished by the streetlanps. To the
south he saw the thin stiletto of Tel ecom Tower. He

was in Regent's Park.

Saul circled the boating | ake and slipped silently
t hrough the hedgerows and trees and railings.

Saul clanbered out into the dark city.

He wal ked south to Baker Street. Lights waved

wildly over the faces of the buildings as cars swung by.
Headl i ghts pinned himin their glare as a battered van
swept towards himand past. Saul's heart raced for a
long time after it had gone.

He turned onto Maryl ebone Road.

Peopl e bore down on himfromall directions. It

took hima nonent to realize that they al so noved
away on past him that they were sinply wal ki ng
along the street. Saul's breath shook a little as he
exhal ed. He pushed his hands into his pockets and set
of f west.

The first man to pass himwas dressed in a bl azer

and jeans, his rugby shirt tucked in, cuddling his distended
belly. He glanced nonentarily at Saul before

his eyes flickered back ahead of him
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Look at me! Saul shouted in his head. |'ma rat!

Can you tell? Can you snell? The man nust have
detected the stench which hung around Saul's cl ot hes,
but was it so nmuch worse than that which col oured

the passing of a drunk? The man did not turn to

i nvestigate Saul, who stopped and stared after him He
turned and gazed at the next person approachi ng him

a young Asian woman in a short tight dress. She

snoked as she passed him She did not spare hima

gl ance.

Saul | aughed, giddy. He was passed from behind by

a short black man, fromin front by a group of singing
teenagers, and then a very tall man with gl asses, from
behind by a man in a suit who wal ked, then jogged,
then wal ked to his destination

No one m nded Saul .

Ahead of himthe broken stream of night traffic

rose, cut across Edgware Road. It returned briefly

to earth then rebounded, flying again. This was the
Westway, the vast raised road whi ch swept above

London. A thousand tons of inpossibly suspended

asphalt, it soared off over Paddi ngton and West bour ne
Gove, with the city spattered out forever on all sides.
In the west, over Latiner Road, it twisted into an
intricate ness of raised ranps and exits. It extricated
itself fromthis tangle and continued, finally returning
to earth outsi de Wormmood Scrubs prison

Saul stared at the Westway. It passed Ladbroke
Grove station, where Natasha lived. The rul es of the

130

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/China%20Mieville%20-%20King%20Rat.txt (135 of 422) [10/15/2004 2:24:57 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/China%20M i evill€9620-%20K ing%20Rat. txt

city no longer concerned him The prohibition against
pedestrians on the Westway did not apply to rats.

He ducked between the sparse cars and scanpered onto the central reservation, racing up the
i ncline,

skirting the barrier with vehicles buzzing past himon

both si des.

Bel ow hi m he heard faint shouts fromthe nustard

coloured estates. Dirty winking lights swept away

fromhim The drivers could not see him He was a

dark figure, utterly inured to the cold, his back bent,

his arns grasping the barriers, pulling hinself along.

He noved |ike a cartoon villain on speed, a fast, exaggerated
skul ki ng.

Four great squat bl ocks reached up |ike stubby
fingers around the Westway: brown tower bl ocks

overl ooking himw th uneven points of light. The
sound of traffic was a rhythm c, constant crescendo,
flows wi thout ebbs, never dying away.

Isolated in the centre of this w de road, Saul could

not see the streets below him He could not gaze into

wi ndows or over the edge of the Westway at | ate-night

wal kers. He was alone with the anonynous cars and

the horizon. The whole city had becone horizon punctuated by fat towers.

To his left, the raised tracks of the Hammersnith
and City tube line shadowed the Westway, only a
few feet away. A train rattled past. Wth a rush of
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adrenal i ne, Saul pictured hinmself racing across the
road and | eaping out, catching it as it went by and
straddling it like a rodeo rider, but he felt a sudden
certain intimation that he could not nake that junp,
not yet, and he stood still as the train headed on to
Ladbr oke Grove.

He followed its passage on the Westway until he

coul d see Ladbroke Grove station hovering in the air

to his left. It was so close that he could probably |eap
across onto the platformitself. Saul peered into the
headl ights to his right, and bundl ed hinsel f across

the road, passing |like a discarded coat in w nd before
the wi ndscreens of startled drivers. He flattened

hi msel f agai nst the barrier and | eaned over.

Just beyond the station, Ladbroke G ove stil

throbbed with the beats of ghetto-blasters. A group

of youth | eaned, studiously cool, outside the closed
Quasar building. They did their best to intimdate

the passers-by. Late-night grocers | eaned out of their
doors and chatted to each other, to custoners, to the
m ni-cab drivers. The streets did not throng, but they
were hardly enpty. From his precarious hide, Saul

wat ched.

Unnoti ced he cl anbered over the barrier and held
it behind his back, |eaning out over the streets. He
enj oyed his own insouci ance.

It was an easy junp to the drainpi pe opposite,

barely four feet, and he acconplished it w thout a sound. He descended to the wedge of
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between the station and the raised road, and slid into
the Westway's | oomi ng shadow. He cl anbered over

m | dewed eaves. Three days ago, he thought as he
junped to the ground, / was heavy and human. And

now., he thought as he noved out of the graffitied

dar kness towards Ladbroke G ove itself, I'"'mrat and

I can travel how !l like. | woke up so fast.

He made no effort to hide hinmself, even swaggering
alittle, and the groups of young nen who clotted

the pavenent eyed himbut |et himpass, their noses
winkling in his wake. He wal ked t hrough conversati ons
in accented English, in Arabic and in

Por t uguese.

He turned into Bassett Road and trotted up to Natasha's
house. Her lights were off. He cursed and

turned on his heel, pacing away to a tree opposite her
wi ndow. He | eaned against it and folded his arns,
debati ng whether or not to wake her.

Saul had no illusions. He could never go back, he
had becone a rat. There was no way into that world
again. But he had lived there once and he mssed his
friends.

As he stood trying to nake up his nmind, a

sl ouching figure made its way down the street. Wth

a sudden thrill, Saul recognized the stunbling gait. As
the man approached Natasha's house and sl owed, Saul
cupped his hands over his nouth and hissed, 'Kay.

Kay junped and | ooked all around himin confusion.
Saul hissed again. Kay stared straight at him
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for a nonent and panned his eyes around, comically
nervous.

Saul stepped out of the cover of the tree.

"Jesus, Saul nman, you gave ne a heart attack!' said

Kay as he slunped with relief. 'You were fucking invisible under that tree, and your voice has
gone al

weird ..."' He stopped short suddenly, shook his head

and put his hands to his face.

"Shit, man!' he hissed, |ooking wildly around him
"What's gone on? How the fuck are you? | just heard
about all your shit! Jesus! Wat's happened?’

Saul had reached him and he sl apped his shoul der
and gripped his hand.

"Seriously, Kay, you wouldn't fucking believe it.
I"'mnot fobbing you off, man, it's just... | don't even
understand it mysel f.'

Kay's face had screwed up.

"What is that stink, man? Is that you? | nean no
of fence, man, but...'

"I'm... hiding out.’

"Where? The fucking sewers?' Saul said nothing
and Kay's eyes wi dened. Tuck ne! You aren't} |
wasn't serious ...' Saul cut himoff.

'Yeah, well, you heard about ne getting out of the
cell? | got to hide, man, the police think | killed mny
dad."'

Kay stared at himfor a nonent.

Saul was aghast. 'No | fucking didn't. Jesus, do you
have to ask ne that?
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Al the talk of chase and crinme and capture was
maki ng hi m nervous, and he backed into the darkness
under the tree, pulling Kay with him

'So what are you doi ng?' said Kay.

"Oh ...' Saul was vague. 'I|'ve got to find something
to prove | didn't do it.' He could not explain that he
coul d never go back

"What about the two cops?' Saul stared at Kay
bl ankly. ' The ones who bought it in your flat.'

Saul stared at himin mounting horror
"Didn't you know?

'So what fucking happened?' Saul shook his |apels.
Kay backed away, wrinkling his nose.

"I don't know, | don't know. Fabian cane up to
Tash's wavi ng a newspaper around. The police have
been interviewing himall day, said the two watching
your flat got beat up and died. They've got you
pegged for it, man.'

Kay had no nalice. He could see that Saul knew
not hing of the crime, and felt only concern, no nore

suspi ci on.

"Do you ... know ... do you know who ...' he

conti nued.

"No, but I think I know sonmeone who does. Shit!' Saul ran his hands through his hair. 'Shit,
they'l|l be

going ballistic for ne now Shit!"’

He's going to tell me, he thought, overcome wth
rage. No nore petulant silences. Wien | find King Rat
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he's got to tell nme who's doing this and why, and fuck
all this fobbing nme off.

He turned back to Kay.
"What's going on, nman? Wy you here?
Kay pointed up the road.

"I was in the pub with Tash and Fabe and this
geezer Tash has started cutting sonme tracks with. It's a

lock-in . .. we're all talking about you, man.' He
grinned weakly. 'l realized | left nmy bag at Tash's, and
she give nme her keys. |'mgoing back in a mnute. You

want to cone?' Saul hesitated and Kay began to urge
him ' Conme on, man, everyone's worried fucking sick over you, man. Fabe's terrible.’

Saul thought of Fabian and felt a wave of nostal gia.
His friendships felt shockingly distant. He wanted to
cone to the pub, but he was suddenly terrified. He
had nothing in common with these people any nore,

t hough he wanted them desperately; he m ssed them
What could he say to them tell then? And the

police ... they were already questioning them After

this latest killing, could he risk incrimnating thenf
"I... can't, Kay. I'"'mwanted, man, and | can't be
hangi ng around in pubs and stuff. | got to keep

nmoving. But... will you tell themthat |I'm m ssing
themand | pronmise I'll try to see them And Kay ..

tell themif they don't hear fromne for a bit they can't
worry... I'msorting things out. OK? WIIl you tel

them t hat ?'

"Are you sure you won't come back?
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Saul shook his head.

Kay acqui esced with a sideways nod. 'So ... at |east
tell me what's going on. How the fuck d'you get out
of prison?

Saul even laughed a little.

"It was only a cell, and... | really can't explain
now. |'mreally sorry.

'How are you | ooking after yourself?

"Kay... | can't, alright? Please stop, man. | can't
explain it.'

"But are you OK?' Kay was concerned. 'You don't
sound all that good. Like | say, your voice is all..

weird, and you snell... like ...’
"I know, but | can't talk about it. | pronmise |I'm]l ooking
after nyself. | have to go, man. I'msorry. Gve

themall ny big love.' He touched himbriefly on the
shoul der and wal ked into the dark, turning to wave.

Kay stood under the tree, waving back. Hi s eyes
peered intently as Saul left the circle of shadow and
found ot her darkness beside the front walls of houses.

' Take care, man,' Kay said, too |oud, from behind
hi m

Saul was lost to his sight.

Kay stood for a nonent under the tree before wal ki ng
slowy to Natasha's front door and letting hinmself in.
He was deeply confused. Sonething was obviously

very wong with Saul, but he could not tell what. The
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man had turned into some kind of Ninja, for one
thing; walk five feet away from himand he turned
invisible. And his voice ... husky and sonehow . . . close up

It had unnerved Kay, made hima little afraid. It
was clear that Saul did not know anything about the
dead policenen, but Kay found hinself wondering

whet her he was somehow i nvol ved wi t hout knowi ng

it. There was certainly a touch of the psychopath
about himtonight: his eyes all dark, his voice and
manner intense, and that snell...! The man nust be
living in pigshit. Could he really be dossing in the
sewers? How woul d you even get into then?

He was afraid for his friend.

He found his bag in the unlit sitting-roomand |eft
the flat, |ocking the door behind him He was eager to
tell the others of his neeting. At |east Saul was ...
well, alive, if not K

He stepped out into the street and turned left, stil
shaki ng his head in confusion. Somnething energed
froma patch of darkness behind himand noved in

fast. Kay heard nothing. Metal twirled briefly and
sonmet hing I ong and hard cracked hi mon the back of

his head. Kay emitted a gasp of air as he fell forward,
was caught, dead-weight, hanging like a corpse, before
he hit the pavenent.

Bl ood wel | ed up and dribbled onto his bag, trickling
i nside, staining the covers of records by Ray
Keith and the Omi Trio.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Saul saw the fat pillars of the Wstway | oom out at
hi m agai n.

He turned right, skirting the great dark thoroughfare,
wandering slowy west. He did not know where

to turn. He turned his eyes to the ground, seeking a
manhol e. Perhaps he shoul d hide hinself fromview,

seek out King Rat again. He did not know if he could
find his way back through the sewers to the throne
room He did not want to see the rats. They had
unnerved himw th their pleading. They wanted sonet hi ng
of him

A few | ate wal kers passed himby. Saul wanted to

stop, to sit and think for a while, to eat. He was not
tired. He thought suddenly of the policenmen who had
died in his flat, and he w nced.

He was gravitating towards the tangl ed concrete

of the Westway's mid-air junction, a confusion of
sweepi ng curves which hung above the earth Iike an

i mm nent threat. Bel ow the skeins of steel and tarnmac
the council had provided encl osures for basketball and
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football, a clinbing wall and chin-up bars. During the
day the area was full of the shouts of young pl ayers
oblivious to the concrete above and around t hem
swooping in all directions with functional grandeur, a
found stadi um occluding direct I[ight, obscuring the
sky.

Saul wandered into the darkness between the
pitches. He | ooked up at the underside of the Westway
itself. The traffic above sounded very far away.

He neandered into the passageways between

chain-l1ink fences and football fields. The w nd was
stilled under the roadway. He stood and listened to it
buffet the edges of the secluded ground.

There was anot her sound.

A faint, quick scanmpering echoed quietly between
the pillars.

Saul turned and noved his head sharply as sonething
circled him He backed away. Panic bubbl ed up
inside him The Ratcatcher! he thought, and ran for
the faint glow of the streetlanps.

He spun around on his heel, desperately | ooking

for a way out of the darkness. Sonething flitted across
his vision, a black body that swung down fromthe

shadows above him fromthe crevices in the underside

of the Westway. It swung around him too quick for

his eye to follow, free of gravity's constraints, noving
in all directions through the air. Saul's breath cane fast
as he turned and ran.

Sonet hing sailed out of the air above himand fl ew
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overhead in a perfect parabola, with a grace and speed
that eclipsed any gymmast or circus perforner alive.
The dark mass curved over the Earth and came to

rest, landing lightly twenty feet in front of him The
crouchi ng form sprang upright, splaying | egs and arns
suddenly |i ke a jack-inthe-box.

Atall, fat nman swayed before Saul, his arns and
| egs spread wide as if anticipating an enbrace.

Saul braked and backed away, turning suddenly and
runni ng back into the darkness from which he had
cone. He tried to renenber to hide, to beconme a rat,
but terror had frozen his cunning.

As he ducked behind a tennis court, the fleeting

shape passed, flying over the net, and the man was

there before himagain, arnms outstretched. A thin cord
suspended from sonmewhere above recoiled fromthe

swi ng, and brushed against Saul as it returned along its
flight path.

Saul changed direction and di sappeared behind a
clinbing frame. He heard sonethi ng hissing behind

him Saul gasped as he ran, his rat-strength pushing
him faster than he had ever noved before. His skin
crawm ed with fear. Ahead of him he glinpsed threadbare
trees. There was a thin gap between two of the

wire fences, beyond which was the garden to a

housi ng estate.

He raced for the slit and careered along it, making
very little sound, when sonething caught his ankle
and he swung like a felled tree towards the concrete.
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He was yanked away fromthe ground before he hit

and he hung for a nonent in the air. Thin ropes were
stretched across his path, tied to the chain links on
either side. One had swept away his foot, and anot her
had caught him across the chest. He cursed frantically
and struggled to stand, tugging at the rope which had
sonmehow entangled itself around his ankle. He

pl oughed forward and saw spi ndly shapes before him
nore ropes, a thicket of them across his path. How
had he not seen them before?

He struggled to clinb over them but they confused
him sone tied so |oosely they cane away in his hand
and wrapped thensel ves around him others so tight
they vibrated like a bass string as they repul sed him
He fell again, caught in this cat's cradle. He could
not nove. He hung suspended at a forty-five-degree
angl e, head downwards, four feet fromthe ground.

Saul heard a footstep behind him He jerked his

head, disentangling hinself frantically, swivelled in
the mdst of his nesh to face the way he had cone, his
back to the norose shrubs he had sought.

The man stood at the entrance to the little passageway.

Light fromthe far-off |anps struggled to illuninate
him glinting faintly on his skin. He wore nothing but

a pair of black cut-off shorts on his |anky |legs. He
seened unaffected by the cold. The man had very dark
skin and a nassive belly jutting over his belt, but arns
and legs that were ridiculously long and thin, every
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muscle standing firmw th every nmovenment. H s
stomach was di stended, globular but taut as a bubble.
It hardly rippled as he noved slowy towards Saul
Saul saw a thick coil of filthy white rope wound
around his left shoul der.

"Don't give nme no nore trouble, pickney, or ne
gwan mash you up.'

The voice was scratchy and sharp, vibrant with
Cari bbean intonation. It sounded close in his ear, as
King Rat's did.

The man nmoved in little bursts. He paced quickly
forward a few feet, then stopped to investigate Saul
nmoved forward again. As he approached, he unwound
the rope from his shoul der

Saul shook violently to free hinself fromthe
tangl es of rope, seened only to pull themtighter
around him He began to screech

The man was upon him fetched hima vicious slap
across the cheek that stopped Saul's cry instantly. His
head rocked. He was dizzy and his face throbbed.

The tell you fe shut your nouth, bwoy!' The man
ki ssed his teeth.

Saul 's head wobbl ed forward and he blinked hard.

The man was bendi ng over him Saul was deeply
afraid. He put up his hands, tried to push them
through the ropes to ward of f the attack he was sure
was com ng. He thrashed in his bonds and opened his
mouth to scream agai n.

The man reached down as fast as a snake and

143

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/China%20Mieville%20-%20King%20Rat.txt (148 of 422) [10/15/2004 2:24:57 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/China%20M i evill€9620-%20K ing%20Rat. txt

pushed his fingers into Saul's nouth. Saul tried to
bite down, but the nan spread his fingers and with
i nhuman strength forced Saul's nmouth open. Saul's
captor tugged at the rope draped over his shoul der
with his free hand. He wound it around Saul's head
once, twice, stuffed it into his nmouth like a gag.

He nmuttered to hinself in patois.

As he spoke, the nman yanked the rope tight and

wound it expertly around Saul's head again, obscuring
the lower half of his face. Saul mewed frantically from
behind this mask as his eyes darted fromside to side.

The man pulled at Saul's arns, twi sting the rope

around them and pulling tight, securing them behind

Saul 's back. He tugged Saul free of the little alley. Sau
stunmbl ed and ran forward till his feet were jerked out
fromunder himand he fell. He had reached the end of

the rope which bound him He slid back across the
concrete. The man was reeling himin.

Saul was pulled to his feet and turned to face his
captor. Wth his nouth bl ocked, Saul breathed frantically
t hrough his nose, sputtering flecks of snot onto

hi s bindings. Black eyes stared into his own, which

were wet with fear.

"You cone with ne fe see ratty. There sone bad
obeah | oose now.'

He twirled the rope suddenly over Saul's head |ike

a filmcowboy. The coils slid down through the air
and wound around Saul's body. The man spun him on
the spot, tightening the bonds, letting out slack to
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constrict himlike a top, He bent and ran the rope on
down Saul's legs, until his whol e body was obscured
in a shroud of grubby white cord.

Only Saul's eyes could nove. He could feel a
hammering in his arns and |l egs as his heart struggled
to push bl ood past the obstructions cutting into his
flesh.

The man bit through the rope and tied the end at
Saul's feet. He stood before Saul and | ooked down
at him nodded.

"No nore nonsense and hollering now, innit?

Saul began to pitch forward but the man caught

himand, to Saul's sudden horror, rolled himthrough
the air and onto his back. He pulled Saul into position
as effortlessly as King Rat had done. Saul felt |ike
fluff. The man took nore rope from his shoul der and
wrapped it around his captive several tines, attaching
himmore firmy. Saul was hel pl ess on those broad

flat muscles, his eyes facing backwards. His | egs were
twisted up into a tight bend. He was suspended from
the man's shoul ders and wai st, the rope cutting into
his captor's skin, seem ngly painlessly. Saul bobbed in
a terrifying and undignified fashion as his abductor
raced suddenly through the darkness.

He rushed through the underworld bel ow t he

Westway at a rate of knots, his route violent and oscillating.
The hi dden byways receded before Saul's eyes.

The man beneath himlurched suddenly and Saul saw

the dark horizon drop around him They were
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ai rborne. Saul's eyes wi dened and he gave a muffled
yell, spit slithering down his chin behind the ropes.

They flew through the air, paused and swung backwards,
then around, a pendulumten feet fromthe

ground. They were suspended, clinging to a rope, Saul
realized. The man began to clinb.

He noved easily, the curve of his back suggesting
that he was using both feet and hands. The pace was
utterly snmooth. The sports grounds di sappeared

bel ow t hem and, as they swung from side to side,

vi stas of West London peeked in and out of Saul's

vi sion. The occasional roar of traffic was cl oser now.

They reached the top of the rope. Saul was facing

away fromthe highway, out over badly lit sidestreets.
The man clung to the barrier and scanpered al ong the
side of the Westway. Saul's stomach drummed with

fear. There was nothing below his feet. He saw t he
streets below curve a little closer to him and he saw
the dimlight catch on a filament, a thread passing up
fromthe chimey of a house fast approaching.

They were opposite the house now, and he caught
anot her glinpse of the thin line of light. It was close
by, twisting towards him

Suddenly he was falling.

But the ground stopped rushing towards him and

he bobbed in the air. He was facing directly down, the
Westway growling a few feet above and behind him

The filament he had seen was another rope, tied at one
end to the roof and another to the railings of the great
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road above. The man was descendi ng the rope now,
headfirst, hand over hand, bounci ng unnervingly as
he slid fast towards the intricate darkness of the
r oof scape

Saul prayed that the rope was strong.

And then they were down, and Saul was swung
around. He heard a | oud snap, and when the man
turned again Saul saw that he had broken the rope
behi nd them obscured their passing.

They were off over the tops of houses, another

rai sed race across London. The man swung hi nsel f
around obstacl es, scanpering over the slates even
faster than King Rat.

Bl ocks fleeted away bel ow them Behind them Saul
saw the monolithic Westway shrinking.

The man | eapt forward and bounced perilously

over a road that blocked his path. Saul realized with
terror that they were on another rope tied horizontally
bet ween buil dings, but this tine noving on top

of it, tightrope-wal king faster than Saul could run

The air was buffeted out of himby the quick

nmoti on of his captor and the constricting ropes on his
chest. Below them Saul saw a solitary wal ker novi ng
nervously through the backstreets, oblivious to the
mad funanbul i sm above him

Wth a junp the dark man | eft the rope, |anded on
the opposite roof, snapped the trail behind them
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They noved like this at a crazy speed over the
streets, traversing a network of ropes already |aid.
They passed through grassland and into an estate,

| eapi ng al ong flat roofs and scanpering insanely fast
down sheer bricks. Saul was convul sed with terror,
unable to see what his captor was doing.

They raced down a bank of scrub onto a railway
I'ine, and rushed al ong the wooden sl eepers. Saul
wat ched the tracks curve away behind them

Again their passage was interrupted as the dark

man clinbed the side of a bridge that passed over

the railway and the canal that skirted it. They swept
through an industrial estate, a collection of |ow,
shabby buil dings and notionless forklift trucks. Saul
was hypnotized by the breakneck progress over the
houses. He had been caught, he did not know by

whom and he did not know what was to happen to

hi m

The noise of the city becane oddly distant. They

had entered a yard full of ruined cars crushed flat,
piles of themlike geol ogical features: strata of old
Vol vos and Fords and Saabs. The cars teetered around
them |eaving only narrow all eys through which to
pass.

They wound t hrough these wal kways.

Suddenly the nman stopped and Saul heard another's
voi ce: a strange, vain, nusical voice coloured with a
Eur opean accent he coul d not specify.

"You did find him then.
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' Yeah, man. Caught the l|ickle bl eeder down south
fromhere, not far you know.'

There was no nore speaking. Saul suddenly felt the
ties that bound himslipping, and he fell in a heap to
the dust. He was still wapped tight in his own rope
swaddl i ng. The fat man picked himup and carried him
in his arnms like a bride.

Saul caught a glinpse of the newconer: thin and

very pale, with red hair, a sharp hawki sh nose and

wi de eyes. Saul was borne towards his destination, a
huge steel container |ike a vast skip ten feet high, over
whi ch | ooned a yell ow structure sonething like a

crane.

His eyes flitted about as he was carried, he saw

the cars all flattened around him and he realized that
this was a car-crusher, that the lid of the dark container
woul d bear down on whatever was inside, and

squeeze it, press it like a flower into two dinmensions.
And as he was borne inexorably towards it Saul's eyes

wi dened in horror and he began to struggle, to shout

t hrough his gag.

He flopped pathetically in the man's arns, tried to

roll out of his grip, but the man held himfirm and

ki ssed his teeth in disgust, did not break his stride, no
matter how Saul emitted frantic humm ng protests

and jack-knifed. The man haul ed Saul over his

shoul der, Saul staring for a nonent into the insane

| ooki ng eyes of the redhead behind them Saul was

hel d, bendi ng and unbendi ng at the wai st pathetically,
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till the tall man heaved hi m upwards and he sail ed
over the edge of the ominous grey container ... hung
silent and still for a nonment... fell, passing into the

shadow of its metal walls, feeling the air cool and still,
slamming into the pitted floor

He | anded hard on the shards of metal and gl ass
which littered the dark

Only because he was a rat was he not unconsci ous

or dead, he decided, as he |l ay nmpani ng. He struggl ed

to sit upright, trickles of blood discolouring the cords
whi ch held him Somet hi ng approached him footsteps
clanging on the nmetal floor, and he tried to turn

and fell again, banging his head, only to feel hinself
grabbed around the shoul ders and pulled upright. He
opened his eyes and stared into a face glaring balefully
at his, a dark face, darker than the shadows in the
deadly car-crusher, a face boiling with anger, teeth
gritted hard, scoring lines around the nmouth, and the
famliar stink of old wet animls and rubbi sh made

acrid with anger.

King Rat | ooked at him and spat in his face.
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CHAPTERTWELVE

The spittle slid down around Saul's nose. H's gaze was
bouncing off the walls of the crusher, vibrating back
and forth, trapped. King Rat stared at himunflinching
and angry. Wiy was he angry, Saul wondered frantically,
t he thoughts crowdi ng around each other in his

head. What was happeni ng? They'd both been caught

by the Ratcatcher, that was why they were here, about
to be crushed, so why was King Rat still? He wasn't
trapped |li ke Saul. Wiy did he not | eap out of the
contai ner and save them or flee?

Wth his breath fast and ugly in his ears, Saul saw

the suspended wei ght of the |lid hovering above them

hi deous with potential energy, full of pent-up nonentum
King Rat was trying to hold Saul's eyes,

was muttering sonmething, but in his panic Saul stared
briefly at his uncle, then up at the lid, back down and
up again, waiting for it to descend.

Ki ng Rat shook himand grow ed, a quiet bellow of
rage.

"What by damm do you reckon you're playing at
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Of | go for ny constitutional, on the | ookout for
sonme victuals, |eave you akip |like a babe, and what
happens? You up and piss off.'

Saul shook his head frantically and Ki ng Rat

i mpatiently yanked at the rope around his face, tearing
it free. Saul spluttered, breathed deeply, spraying
nmucus and spit and a little blood at King Rat.

King Rat did not nove, did not w pe hinself clean
I nstead he sl apped Saul in the face.

Saul felt so abused, so sore and bl oodied, the sting

of it was nothing to him but his anger and confusion
overfl owed. He exhal ed, and the breath turned into a

| ong shout, a yell of incoherent frustration. He wiggled
and felt his nuscles bunch up agai nst his bonds.

"What are you doi ng? he yell ed.
Ki ng Rat pushed his hand over Saul's nouth.

"Stow your parley, you little fucker. Don't come the
m sunder stood. Don't ever be fucking off on your
tod, got it?" He was notionless, staring at Saul
pushing himhard with his hand, driving his point
hone. 'Care to share the whys and wherefores of your
little exhibition, eh?

Saul ' s voi ce energed nuffled from behind King

Rat's hand.

"l wanted to | ook about, that was all; wasn't

| ooking for trouble. 1've been |earning, haven't |1? No
one saw nme, and | clinbed like ... you woul d' ve been
proud.'

" Enough of your crap!' King Rat bel |l owed.
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"Trouble's got its eyes peeled for you, sonny. There's a
roughneck out there wants you dead\ Like | told you
you're wanted, you're prey, someone's out for your hide . .. and mne.’

"So fucking tell nme what's going on,' spat Saul, suddenly
jutting his chin into King Rat's face. There was

a long silence. 'You go on and on, talking in riddles

l'i ke you think you stepped out of a fucking fable, and

| don't have tine to wait for you to tell nme what the
moral of it is! Sonething's after nme? Fine. Wat? Tel

me, explain to me what the fuck is going on, or shut

up. '
The silence returned, stretched out.

"He's right, rattynon. He have to know wha' appen
You can't keep himin the dark. He can't protect
hi msel f.'

The voice of the man who had carried himfromthe
Westway dropped from above, and Saul gl anced up to

see himcrouched |i ke a nonkey on the corner of

the car-crusher. As he watched, the redhead appeared,
arriving suddenly next to the black man, with his | egs
dangling into the container, as if he had junped up
from bel ow and | anded perfectly on his bum

"And who are they?' said Saul, jerking his head at

the watchers. '| thought the Ratcatcher had caught
me. |'mwal ki ng al ong and suddenly that geezer's got
me trussed up, tripped up. | thought he was going to

crush me in this thing.'
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King Rat did not look up at the nen sitting on the
rimabove, even as one of them spoke.

"Not just Ratcatcher, you know, bwoy. The one

want you, himthe Ratcatcher and the Birdcatcher and
t he Spidercatcher and the Batcatcher and the Human
catcher and all tings catcher'

King Rat sl ow y nodded.

"So tell me,' said Saul. 'Listen to your mate. | need
to fucki ng know. And get ne out of these!’

Ki ng Rat reached into an inside pocket and pulled

out a flick-knife. It energed fromits case with a snikt, and he shoved it under Saul's bonds and
pul l ed. The

ropes fell away. King Rat turned his head and paced to

the far end of the container. Saul opened his nouth

to speak, but King Rat's voice energed fromthe darkness,

pre-empting him

"I want nary word fucking one to emerge from
your gob, boy. I'll give you the whole spiel then, ny
old son, if that'll quell your hankering.'

Saul could dimMy see that he had turned to face him
The three nen now faced himin a row the two above

- one squatting, one swinging his legs like a child and
the one bel ow glowering in the corner

Saul pushed the ropes away from hi m and backed
into the opposite corner, pulled up his knees |ike protection
for his brutalized body, |istened.

"Meet nmy mates,' said King Rat. Saul | ooked up
The man who had caught himwas still notionless on
hi s haunches.
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The nane Anansi, pickney.

The old China Anansi,' interjected King Rat. ' The
gent who nost likely saved your skin fromthe ruffian
out there on the hunt for you.'

Saul knew the name Anansi. He remenbered

sitting in a hushed circle, surrounded by other tiny

bodi es all sucking | ukewarm il k out of tiny bottles,
listening to his Trinidadian teacher tell the class about
Anansi the spider. He could not renenber any nore.

The redhead was standi ng now, bal anci ng w thout

effort on the thin nmetal edge. He gave an exaggerated
bow, sweeping one armout behind him He wore suit
trousers in burgundy, tightly pressed and perfect, a
stiff white shirt and dark braces, a floral tie. Hs
clothes were i muacul ate and stylish. Again he spoke

in that peculiar accent, a conposite of all the European
i ntonations Saul could think of.

"Lopl op presents Loplop,' he said.

' Lopl op, aka Hornebom Bird Superior,' said King

Rat. 'We go back a long way, not all of it friendly.
When | saw you'd slung your hook, | called on this

pair of coves. You put us to a lot of strife, sonny. And
you want the story of the Ratcatcher.

' Spi dercatcher,' said Anansi softly.

"Birdcatcher,' spat Loplop

King Rat's voice held Saul still. King Rat settled
back.

"We've all had our admirers, you know, your uncles
"Nans and Loplop and I. Loplop chased a painter for a
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while, and I was always partial to a snatch or two of
verse. |If you know sone poesy you night know this

story already, acos | told it once before to another, and
he wote it down for the Godfers -- a child' s story he
called it. | didn't mnd. He can call it what he wants.
He knew it was for honest.

"l haven't always lived in the Snoke, you know.

I'"ve lived all over. | was here when London was born
but it was measly pickings for a long tine, so | took
my flock and junped ship long time gone. Your ma

was entertaining herself elsewhere while | bing a waste
to Europa for a shufti with the faithful, going hell for
| eather over land in packs with ne at the head, ny

coat sleek. One twitch of ny tail and the massed ranks
of Rattus went west, east, wherever | gave the word.

We run through the dews-a-vill, through the fields of
France, the hi gh-pads of Beige, through the flatlands
near Arnhem and on through to Germany - not that

those were the nanes they used.

" Next thing you know we're | ooking around,
bellies on the growl. W' ve found a place where John

Barl eycorn's been nost generous ... The crops are

hi gh and gol den, ripe and ready and fit to burst. W
took a Butcher's. "Yes," | says, "this'll do," and on we
trog, slower now, on the skedge for a place to set us
down.

"Through a forest, tight-clunped together under
me the boss-man, afeared of nowt, on the hoof
through |ightmans and darkmans. By a river we found
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us a town, not too gentry a gaff, mnd, but with silos
that fair creaked at the seans, and knockabout houses
with a hundred hol es, nesting nooks, eaves and cellars,
a hundred little corners for a knackered rat to rest a
Crust.

‘"l gave the word. In we narched. The popul ace

dropped their bags, gobsmacked and agog. Next thing

they've lost their marbles, running around hither and

thither, and letting | oose with such a damed cat erwaul i ng
I W were an inpressive phal anx: we

spewed in and didn't stop till the whole town was

chock with nme and ny boys and girls. W herded

the squealing civvies into the square, and they stood

clutching their pathetic duds and children. W were

bushed, been on the go a long tine, but we pulled

ourselves up proud in the sun and our teeth were

magni fi cent.

"They tried to give us the heave-ho, flailing around
with torches ablaze and paltry little shovels. So we
bared our teeth, sank themin deep, and they ran
scream ng |ike yellow bellied ponces, disappearing as
qui ck as you like. W had the square to oursel ves.
called the troops to order. "Right," | says, "quick
march. This town is ours. This is Year One: this is the
Year of the Rat. Spread out, nake your mark, set

the stage, find your places, eat your fill, anyone gives
you any gyp, send themto ne."

"An explosion of little lithe bodies, and the square's
enpty.
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"Rats in the rub-a-dubs, the houses, the kazis, the

dews-a-vill, the orchards. W gave them what for.

did wal kabouts, with nary a word said, but all and sundry knew who ran things. Any burgher raised
a

hand agai nst one of my own, | took them down.

Peopl e soon cl ocked the rules.

"And that was how the rats cane to Hanelin.'

"Saul, Saul, you should' ve seen us. Good tines, chal
the best. The town was ours. | grew fat and sleek. W
fought the dogs and killed the cats. The | oudest sound
in that town was rats tal king, chattering and naki ng
pl ans. The grain was mne, the gaffs were nine; the

tucker they cooked, we took our cut first. It was all nmine, ny Kingdom nmny finest hour. | was the
Ki ngpin, | nade the rules, | was Copper and jury
and Barnaby and, when occasi on demanded, | was

Fi ni sher of the Law.

Tt turned fanous, our little town, and rats fl ocked
to us, to join the [ittle Shangri-La we put together,
where we ruled the roost. | was the boss-man

"Until that Ruffian, that bastard, that peripatetic
fucking minstrel, that stupid tasteless shit with his
ridi cul ous duds, the prancing nancy, until he strolled
into town.

"First | knew of it, one of my girls" tells me there's
a queer cove with the mayor, furtive at the gates,
dressed in a two-tone coat. "Hallo," says |, "they're

158

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/China%20Mieville%20-%20King%20Rat.txt (163 of 422) [10/15/2004 2:24:57 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/China%20M i evill€9620-%20K ing%20Rat. txt

about to have a go. They think they've a trick up the
sleeve." | settled back to piss on their parade, and it al
went a little sorry.

'There was a note.

"Music, sonething in the air. Another note, and
prick up nmy ears to hear what's going on. Little sleek
brown heads appear fromholes all over town.

"Then the third note sounds, and apocal ypse
begi ns.

"Suddenly | could hear sonething: a body scraping

tripe froma bow, a huge bow. | could see it! | heard

appl es tunbling into a press, and ny Plates start

movi ng forward. | could hear someone | eaving cupboards

ajar, and | knew the jigger had been sprung on the Devil's own pantry ... the door was w de open,
and | could fair sniff the scran inside, and | had to find

it, and | had to eat it all

"l started forward and | could hear a runble, a

shaki ng, a scanper of a hundred mllion little feet and
| saw the air around me heaving with my little

m nions, all shouting for joy. They could hear the

food too.

'l do a leap fromthe gables into the Frog. Splashdown
in a streamof rats, all my little boys and girls,

my lovers and my soldiers, big and fat and snall and
brown and bl ack and qui ck and old and sl ow and

frisky and all of them all of us after that food.

"And as | troop ravenous onwards, | suddenly fee
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queer horror in nmy gut. | was using ny nous, and
saw there wasn't no food where we were goi ng.

" "Stop," | shrieks, and no one listens. They just
bunmp ny bum from behind to get past. "Don't," |
yell, and that starving streamjust parts around ne,
rej oins.

‘I felt that hunger waxing, and | scanper over and
sink nme Hanpsteads fast into the wood of a door
hard as you like, holding nyself back with ny good
strong gob. My pegs are dancing, they want that
nmusi ¢, that food, but my nouth's hol ding strong. |
feel my mind go slack and | gnaw sonme nore, | ocking
my jaw ... but disaster strikes.

'l take a bite fromthe door. My mouth snaps free

and, before you can say knife, I"'min the streamof ny
subj ects, ny brai nbox weaving in and out of hunger

and joy for the tucker I can all but taste - and the
despair, I'mKing Rat, | know what's happening to ne
and nmy kind, and no one will listen. Something dire's
in the offing.

"On we march, willy-nilly, and fromthe corner of

my eye | can see the people | eaning out the w ndows,
and the bastards are clapping, cheering, giving it all
that. We're trotting in tinme, all four legs stately and
sharpish to that... abom nable piping, tails swaying

i ke netronones.

"l can see where we're headed, a little journey to the
suburbs |'ve taken nore tinmes nor | can think, on a
beeline for the grain silos beyond the walls. And there
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behind the silos, bloated after the showers, hollering
like the sea, roaring and pelting down through the
dews-a-vill, wide and rocky, filthy with swirling nuck
and nud and rain, is the river.

"There by the bridge | catch sight of the swine

playing his flute in his fatuous duds. Hi s Loaf bobs up
and down, and | clock a revolting grin all over his
North while he plays. The first ranks of rats are at
the bridge now, and | can see themtroop calmy to the
edge, nary a hint of disquiet, eyes still narrowed on
that lovely nountain of scran they're headed for. | can
see themgetting ready and |'mscreamng at themto
stop, but I'mpissing in the wind, it's a done deal

"They step off the stone walls of the bridge into the
wat er .’

' The nost al mi ghty cacophony of squeals starts up
from bel ow the bridge, but none of the sisters and
brothers can hear it. They're still listening to the dance
of the sugarpluns and bacon rind.

"The next in line junp on their conrades, and nore

and nore - the Fisherman's is seething. | can't bear it,
I can hear the screams, every one a blade in nmy gut,

my boys and girls giving up the ghost in the water
fighting to keep their Crusts over the waves, good
swinmers all but not built for this. | can hear wails
and keens as bodi es are swept downriver, and stil

my goddamm fucking | egs keep noving. | pull back
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through the ranks, trying to turn round, going a little
sl ower than the others, feeling them pass nme, and the
squire on the bridge |ooks at nme, that infernal flute
still clanped to his gob, and he sees who | am | can
see himsee |I'm King Rat.

"And he smles a little nore, and bows to ne as
march on past onto the bridge and into the river.

Lopl op hi ssed and Anansi breathed sonething to
hi nsel f. The three were | ocked into thensel ves, al
staring ahead, all renenbering.

'The Fisherman's was icy, and the touch of it

cl eared the bonce of nonsense. Every splash was

qui ck- echoed by a screech, a wail as ny poor little
m nions fight to keep their | Supposes in the air,

t hi nking What the fuck am | doing here? and busy

dyi ng.

"More and nore bodies junping in to join them

nore and nore fur becom ng waterl ogged, feeling the

tug of the river, slipping below the caps, raking their
claws every which way in panic, tearing each other's
bellies and eyes, and dragging brothers and sisters into
the freezing cold under the air.

"I kicked ny pegs to get away. There was a frantic
mass of us kicking up froth, an isle of rat bodies,
fighting and killing to clinb atop, the foundations
dyi ng and di sappeari ng bel ow.

"Water plugged ny lugs. All | can hear is the in-out
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of ny breath, panicked and disjointed, gulping and
retching and breathing in bile. The waves are snashi ng
me around, tossing ne against rocks, and on all sides

rats are dying in thousands and thousands. | can just
make out the noise of the flute. It's stripped of magic
here in the Fisherman's, just a whining noise. | can

hear the splashes of nore rats leaping in the water to
die; it's endless and nerciless. Screans and choki ng

are everywhere; stiff little bodies bob past me |like
buoys in hell's harbour. This is the end of the world,
think, and the stinking water fills ny lungs, and | sink.

' Everywhere are corpses

"They nmove with the swell, and through ny half

closed eyes |I can just clock them all around ne,
suspended under the water, above ne as | sink and

bel ow me too, blobs of brown approachi ng. And

there in the murk, as the | ast bubbles of air spew out

of me, | can see the charnel house under the river, the killing fields, those sharp bl ack rocks an
abattoir for

ratkind, pile upon pile of cadavers, little skinless

babi es and old grey nmales, fat matron rats and pugnaci ous
youth, the fit, the ill, an endless nmass of death
shifting with the torrent above.

"And | alone stared this holocaust in the face.'

Drowned rats seened to hover before Saul as he |istened.
Hi s ears pounded as if his lungs fought for air.
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King Rat's voice canme back, and the dead tone
whi ch had crept into his descriptions had gone.

"And | opened ny eyes and said, "No."

"l kicked suddenly, and |eft that cataclysm behind.
didn't have no air, don't forget, so ny lungs were
scream ng nurder, whipping nme one stroke for every
heartbeat, and | clinbed out of the quiet into the |ight,
and | could hear the cries through the river above

me, and | noved out and away, and finally pushed ny

face into the air.

"l sucked it in like an addict. | was eager

"l turned ny Crust and it was still going on, the
deaths still continuing, but the spume was a sight
| ower by now and there was no nore ratkind falling
out of the sky. | saw the nan with his flute wal k away.

'"He didn't see ne watch him
"And | decided, as | watched, that he had to die.

"I dragged nyself out of the river, and laid nyself
down under a stone. The cries of the dying continued
for a while, and then they went out, and the river
swept all the evidence away behind it. And | lay and
breat hed and swore revenge for nmy Rat Nation.

'The poet called nme a Caesar, who lived to swim
across. But that wasn't ny Rubicon. That was ny

Styx. | should've gone. | should be a drowned rat.
Maybe | am 1've thought of that. Maybe | never made
it, and maybe it's just hate that seeped into ny bones
that keeps nme up and scrappi ng.

"l got some snmll satisfaction, the first part only,
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KI NG RAT

fromthe bastard sons and daughters of Hanelin. The

stupid, stupid fuckers tried to put one over on the

Pi per and | had the pleasure of watching the gurning cunts, who' d clapped as we took our |eave,
scream ng

in the alleys, stuck like glue while their Kinder pranced away to the tune of the flute. And | had
t he

small joy of smiling when the queer cove made the

mountain split open for those little Godfers, and they

ski pped on in. Because those little Dustbins went

to bell, and they hadn't even died, and they hadn't

even done any wong, and their bastard parents knew that.

' That was sone pleasure, |like | say.

"But it was that dammable minstrel hinmself |
wanted. He was the real culprit. He's the one who has
a certain reckoni ng due.

Saul shivered at the viciousness of King Rat's tone,
but he stopped hinself fromrenonstrating about the
i nnocence of the children

"He sucked all the birds out of the sky and taunted
me, till | grew nmad in ny inpotence.' Loplop was
speaking in the sane dreaning tone as King Rat. 'I
fled to Bedlam forgetting nmyself, thinking nyself
not hi ng but a madnman who t hought hinself King

of Birds. For a long time | rotted in the cage, till |
remenbered and burst away again.'

"Himclear all the scorpion and ny l|ickle pickneys
fromthe palace in Baghdad. Hmcall nme in with him
pi ccol o, and ny nind was gone, and hi mrough ne,
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mash nme up, hurt ne bad. And all the |ickle spiders
them saw.' Anansi spoke softly.

The three were emascul ated, casually stripped of
power by the Piper. Saul renenbered the contenpt,
the spitting of the rats in the sewer.

"That's why the rats don't obey you,' he nurnured,
| ooking at King Rat.

"When Anansi and Lopl op were caught, sone lived

to see them suffer, saw Loplop |ose his mnd, saw
Anansi tortured. They bore witness to the nartyrdom

of the nonarchs. It was plain for every Jack with eyes
to see.

"My rats, ny troops, they saw nothing. Every one

was taken. And drowning | eaves no marks, no scars or

stripes to illustrate engagenment. Wird spread to the

towns and dews-a-vill around that King Rat had run, left his people to the swollen river. And they
det hroned ne. Stupid shits! They've not got the nous

to live without me. It's anarchy, no control. W should run the Snoke, and instead it's chaos. And
I've been

wi thout ny crown nore nor half a thousand years.

When he heard this, Saul thought of the entreating,
pl eadi ng rats who circled himbel ow the pavenents.
He sai d not hi ng.

" Anansi and Loplop, they still rule, bloodied

maybe, bowed and cowed, but they've got their

ki ngdom | want mne.'

"And if,' said Saul slowy, 'you can defeat the Piper
you think the rats will come back to you.'
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King Rat was silent.

"He roans around the world,' said Loplop flatly.

'He has not been here for a hundred years, since he
cast ne into the birdcage. | knew he had returned
when | called all my birds to me a night not |ong ago,
and they did not cone. There is only one thing can
make them deaf to my conmmand: the dammabl e pi pe.

"Sonetinmes the spiders rush away fromne |ike
them do anot her's biddi ng. The Badnan back in town,
fe true, and himwant the rattynon bad this tinme.'

‘None's ever escaped, you see, sonny, except ne,
said King Rat. 'He let Loplop and Anansi go, after
shanming them letting themclock who's the bossman,
he reckons. But ne, he wanted ny hide. |I'mthe one
that got away. And for seven hundred years he's been
trying to make good his mnistake. And when he found

I had a nephew, he cane | ooking for you. He's on the
skedge for you now. Anything to square accounts.

Anansi and Lopl op | ooked at each ot her, | ooked
down at Saul .

"What is he?' breathed Saul
"Himgreed,' said Anansi
' Covet ousness,' said Lopl op

'"He exists to own,' said King Rat. 'He has to suck

things in to him always, which is why he's so narked

at me for having pulled a disappearing trick. He's the
spirit of narcissism He's to prove his worth by guzzling
all and sundry in.'

"Him can charm anyt hing,' said Anansi
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"He's congeal ed hunger,' said Loplop. '"He's
i nsatiable.'

'He can choose, see?' said King Rat. "WII | call
the rats? The birds? The spiders? Dogs? Cats? Fish?
Reynards? M nks? Kinder? He can ring anyone's bell
charm anyt hing he fanci es. Just choose and he pl ays
the right tune. OM he chooses, Saul, except nor one
t hi ng.

‘"He can't charm you, Saul

"You're rat and human, nore and | ess than each

Call the rats and the person in you is deaf to it. Call to
the man and the rat'll twitch its tail and run. He can't
charm you, Saul. You're double trouble. You're ny

deuce, Saul, my trunmp card. An ace in the hole. You're

his worst nightmare. He can't play two tunes at once,

Saul . He can't charm you

"No, you he just wants to kill."'

No one spoke. Three pairs of unclear eyes transfixed
Saul .

"But no need to panic, sonny. Things are going to
change around here,' King Rat suddenly spat. 'See, ny
mates and ne are pissed off. W' ve had enough

Lopl op owes the Piper for his brain-box that was Tea

Leafed off him Anansi here got tortured, still feels it
sore in all his pegs -- and in front of his own people.
And me ... | owe the fucker because he stole ny

nation and | want it back.
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'Revenge,' said Loplop
' Revenge,' said Anansi.

"Revenge is right,' said King Rat. 'Piper-man fucker
better steel hinself for sone aninal nagic.'

"The three of you ..."' said Saul. 'Is that how nmany
there are? To take him'

"There are others,' said Loplop, 'but not here, not

to do the job. Tibault, King of the Cats, he's trapped
in a nightmare, a story told by a man called Yoll
Kataris, Queen Bitch, who runs with the dogs, she's

di sappeared, no one knows where.'

"M Bub, Lord of the Flies, hima shifty mnurderer
and me can't work with him' said Anansi

"There are others but we're the ones, the hard core,
the sufferers, who've scores to settle,' said King Rat.
"W're bringing the war back to him And you can

hel p us, sonny.'
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CHAPTERTHI RTEEN

What woke Kay was the drunbeat of blood in his
head. Each stroke that |anded on the back of his skul
sent vibrations of pain through the bone.

H s eyes cracked a seal of rheum He opened them

and saw not hing but black. He blinked, tried to focus
on the vague geonetry he could glinpse in the
shadows. He felt that something stretched away in
front of him

Kay was freezing. He groaned and rai sed his head,

a notion acconpani ed by a crescendo of aches, rolled
his neck and tried to nove. His arms hurt and he
realized they were stretched out above him held fast,
and stripped of clothing. He opened his eyes nore

and saw coils of thick dirty rope around his wists

di sappearing into the gl oom above him He was suspended,
his wei ght dragging himhard, pulling the skin

of his arnpits taut.

He tried to twist his body, to investigate his position
but he was suddenly constrained, his feet
refusing to obey. He shook his groggy head and
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| ooked down. He saw that he was naked, his cock

shrivelled and tiny in the cold. He saw the sane rope

around his ankles, spreading his | egs. He was caught tight in a petrified star-junp, he was an X
hovering in

the dark, the pain in his wists and ankles and arns

beginning to register. Gusts of wind pulled at him

rai sed goosebunps.

Kay wi nced, blinked hard, tried to work out where

he was, |lowered his eyes again to his feet. As the cold
air began to cut through the nuck of pain in his head
he becane aware of the dimdiffuse |ight around him
Shapes clarified in the shadow bel ow his dangling

toes: sharp lines, concrete, bolts, wood. Railway
tracks.

Kay's head wobbled up. He tried to throw it behind
him to see over his shoul der

He gave a yell of shock which bounced back and
forward in its encl osed environs.

Behind him illum nated by half-hearted little bul bs
dribbling beige light, stretched an underground pl atform
covered in dust and snall pieces of rubbish. The

dar kness before hi m stopped sharp above Kay's head,
where the bricks of the tunnel began. Those bricks

arced down on both sides of him To his right was a
wall, to his left the platform edge. The ropes which
bound himstretched out to that arch, wound around

huge nails driven roughly into the old brickwork.

He hung cruciformat the entrance to the tunnel
fromwhere the trains energed
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Kay' s scream echoed around and around him

He shook ineffectually, tried to wiggle fromhis
bonds. Hi s fear was conplete. He was utterly vul nerabl e,
suspended nude in the path of the |oconotives.

He screaned and screanmed, but no one cane

He twi sted his head around as far as he coul d.

Kay's eyes frantically skipped fromsurface to surface,
searching for some clue to tell himwhere he was. The
trimm ngs of the station were black; the line above the
poster spaces - all enpty - was black. This was

the Northern Line. At the edge of his limted field of

vi sion he saw the curved edge of an underground sign

the tell-tale red circle bisected by a blue |line containing
the nane of the station. He pulled his head

over, ignoring the pain in his neck and skull, trying to
push his shoul der out of the way with his chin, desperate
to see where he was. As he vibrated to and fro

the sign noved in and out of his view He caught

glinpses of the two words it contai ned, one above the

ot her.

gton ent... ington scent. .. rnington rescent.

Mor ni ngt on Crescent. The ghost station, the

strange zone between Euston and Canden Town on

the decrepit Northern Line: the odd, poky little tube
stop which had been closed for repairs sonetine in
the late Eighties and had never opened again. Trains
woul d sl ow down as they passed through, so as not to
create a vacuumin the enpty space, and passengers
woul d glinpse the platform Sonetines posters
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woul d apol ogi ze and promi se a swift resunption of

service, and sonetines obscure pieces of equi pnent

to cure ailing underground stations |lay scattered on

t he abandoned concrete. Oten there was not hi ng,

just the signs proclaimng the name of the station in

the faint light. It lived a half-life, never being finally
laid to rest, haunted by the unlikely pronise that it
woul d one day open for business again.

Behi nd hi m Kay heard f oot st eps.
"Who's there?" he yelled. '"Wo's that? Help ne!’

Whoever it was had been standing on the platform

out of his sight when he had tried to turn round. Kay's
head was twi sted as violently over his |left shoul der as
he coul d manage. The steps approached him A tall
figure strolled into view, reading sonething.

"Alright, Kay?' said Pete without |ooking up. He
chuckl ed as he read. 'My God, they're not averse to a
bit of pretension, this bunch, are they?' He held up
what he was reading and Kay saw it was Drum'n’

Bass Massive 3!, a CD Kay had just bought. Kay
fought to speak but his nouth was suddenly dry in
terror. ' "Rudeness ME sends shouts to: the Rough
an' Ready Posse, Shy FX," blah blah blah, "an' Boys
fromda North, da South, da East, da West,

renenmber ... It's a London Soneting! Urban-style
ghetto bass!" ' Pete | ooked up, grinning. 'This is
drivel, Kay.

"Pete ...' Kay finally croaked. 'Wat's going on?
Get nme down, man! How did | get here?
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"Wll, | needed to ask you sone questions about

sormet hing. |1'mconcerned about sonething.' Pete

moved of f, still reading. In his other hand he held
Kay's bag. He replaced the CD and brought out

anot her.' "Jungl e versus the Hardsteppers." Cor! [|'ve

got alot of lingo to learn if I'mgoing to get in with
Nat asha, haven't 17

Kay licked his lips. He was sweating even as he
shivered. His skin felt slick with terror

"How di d you get ne here, man?' he npaned.
"What do you want ?

Pete turned to him replaced the CD, squatted
down on the platformto his left. Hs flute, Kay saw,
was thrust through his belt |like a sabre.

"It's early yet, Kay, probably not yet five o'clock
The Northern Line doesn't start for a while. Just
thought I'd Iet you know. And, yes, what | wanted ..

well. Wien | came out of the pub | headed for Natasha's
flat as well, a little after you, wanted to have a
word or something. See what you got up to. |'ve been

very interested in all these stories | keep hearing about
your mate who's in trouble, and I wanted to naybe
get you on your own - see what you could tell ne

about him
"Then, as | cone towards you, downw nd, | snell a very particular scent, one that
once

who |'mtrying to track down. And it occurs to ne
that maybe your mate knows the bloke I'mafter!' He
smi |l ed reasonably and put his head on one side.
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"So. You did bunp into your mate last night, didn't

you?'

Kay swal | owed. 'Yeah. .. but Pete ... let ne

down... please. I'Il tell you all about it if you'l
just... please, man ... this is really freaking ne out.'

Kay's mind was racing. He could not think for the
pain in his head. Pete was nmad. He swal | owed agai n.
He had to make himtake himdown, he had to do it

now. Kay could not formulate his thoughts clearly, so
overwhel mi ng was the adrenaline rush brought on by
fear. He was trenbling violently.

Pet e nodded.

"I"'mnot surprised it's freaking you out, Kay.
VWhere's your mate?

"You mean Saul ? | don't know, man, | don't know.
Pl ease ...'

"Where's Saul ?

"Just get ne fucki ng down!'

Kay's control broke and he began to cry.
Pet e shook his head thoughtfully.

"No. You see, you haven't told ne where Saul is
yet.'

"I don't know, | swear | don't know He, he, he said

he was ...' Kay thought desperately for something to
tell Pete, sonething that m ght save him 'Please let ne
go!"’

"Where's Saul ?'

'The sewers! He said sonething... he stank. |
asked where'd he been, and he was on about the
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sewers ...' Kay's waist twi sted, |egs yanking violently
at the strong cord.

"Now that's interesting,' said Pete, |eaning forward.
"Did he say anything about where in the sewers?
Because |'ve often suspected that... this guy |'mafter
uses them5

Kay was sobbi ng.

'Nah, man, he didn't say nothing else . .. please

pl ease ... he was weird, his voice was weird, he

stank... he wouldn't tell nme anything.. . Please let

me down\'

"No, Kay, | won't let you down,' Pete's voice was

suddenly shockingly vicious. He rose and stal ked

towards him 'Not yet. You see, | want to know everything you know about your friend Saul, because
|5» it's inmportant to ne. | want to know everything, Kay,

capeesh?’

Kay gabbled, tried to think of what he knew. He

screaned about sewers, repeated that Saul had stunk

that he was hiding in the sewers. He ran out of anything
to say. He whinpered and tw sted where he hung.

Pet e had been taking notes, nodding with interest
now and then, witing carefully in a little notebook

"Tell me about Saul's life,' he said without | ooking
up.

Kay tal ked about Saul's father, the fat socialist they
had all |aughed at; about Saul's brief, disastrous
attenpt to nove in with a girlfriend; his return hone,
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tenporary he said, always tenporary for the next two
years. Kay kept tal king, about Saul's friends, about his
social life, Jungle, the clubs, and as Kay spoke tears
rolled down his cheeks. He was pathetically eager to

pl ease. He whinpered with each breath. He had no

more to say and he was afraid, because Pete seened

pl eased with hi mwhen he told himabout Saul, and al

Kay could think of was that he nmust keep Pete happy.

But he truly had no nore to say.

Pet e sighed and put the pad in his pocket. He
gl anced at his watch.

' Thanks, Kay,' he said. 'I guess you're wondering

what this all neans, what |'mup to. I'mafraid | won't
tell you that. But you've helped nme a lot. The sewers,
huh? | thought as nmuch, but you don't really want to
go wadi ng around in shit unless you're quite sure you
have to, do you? It's not really ny turf, know what |

mean? |'I1 have to get himout.' He grinmaced |ightheartedly.
"Maybe ... maybe ... you ... can ... let... me ..
go ...' Kay forced the words out past chattering teeth.

H s body was shaking with little sobs, and every word
of Pete's chilled him

Pete | ooked at hi mand sm | ed.

"No,'" he said after a nonment's hesitation. 'l don't
think so.'

Kay's screans began again, went shooting off down
the tunnel he faced, bounced around him He
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threatened, cajoled, pleaded, and Pete ignored him
and continued speaking in his conversational tone.

"You don't know ne, Kay. | can do a trick.' He
pulled the flute fromhis belt. 'See this? Kay continued
begging. 'I can play this, nake anything | want

come to ne. Play the right notes and | can get you

t he cockroaches around us, the nice, anything close
enough to hear. And it feels so good to make them
come to me.' He crooned the |last sentence, and at the
sound of that cloying wetness, that fucked-up sugary
tone, Kay retched.

"And | was | ooking at these tunnels and thinking

how much they | ooked |i ke wornhol es,’ Pete continued.
"If | played this, what do you think | m ght

call?

Pete put the flute to his lips and began to play, a
strange, droning tune, a hypnotic dirge that wailed
flatly over Kay's garbl ed exhortations.

Kay gazed into the nouth of the tunnel

Behi nd himthe nel ody continued, and Kay could
hear the slap of feet as Pete danced to his own tune.

The wind jerked around Kay, pushed into his face
from somewhere far off.

Deep in the darkness before hi msonething
grow ed.

Kay hung |i ke an obscene toy, nude and chubby in
the yawni ng darkness of the underground.

The wi nd pushed on with nore resolve, and the
grow sounded again. Kay shrieked in despair, felt
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hinmself relax in terror, sag in his bonds, felt piss run
down his |l egs. The tune conti nued.

There was a sound |ike steel whiplashing as the

tracks buckl ed and noved under the oncomni ng

wei ght. The wind began to hit Kay now, began to

push his hair out of his face. Scraps of paper and dirt
came whirling out of the blackness, surrounding him
sticking to him grit filled his eyes and nouth and he
fought and spat to clear hinself of debris, consumed
by a ghastly desperation to see.

The grow i ng ebbed and fl owed, becane a clattering,
began to drown out the disinterested flute. A
great presence rushed towards him

Li ghts had appeared in the distance, two dirty

white lights that seemed to crawl towards him seened
deternmined never to arrive. It was only the wind and
noi se that noved at speed, he reasoned desperately,
but even as he decided that, he saw how nuch cl oser
those |ights suddenly were, and Kay wiggled and
fought and screamed prayers to God and Jesus.

He was in a tornado now as the |lights suddenly rushed towards him The how and runble echoed
around the tube with a strange ragi ng nmel ancholy, an

enpty roar. The track was visible as glistening threads

illumnated by those lights. The filthy off-white of the

first Northern Line train of the day becanme evident

before him the driver's glass front still a black slit. He

must see ne, thought Kay. He'll stop! But the great flat

surface noved ineluctably forward at a horrible speed,
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pushing the air out, clogging the wind with dirt. The
speed was intol erabl e, thought Kay, just stop, but
the Iights kept com ng, there was no | et-up, the how
of the tunnel had becone a charnel roar, the lights
were dazzling, they blinded him he | ooked up as he
screamed, still hearing the flute, always the flute
behind him he | ooked up at the refl ections varni shed
onto the windscreen, caught a glinpse of his ridicul ous
little body spreadeagled |ike a medical specinmen

then saw t hrough that, through the w de-open nouth

of his reflection, into the incredul ous gaze of the
driver who bore down on him disbelief and horror
sneared across his face, those eyes aghast, Kay coul d
see the whites of the other man's eyes.

The glass front of the train burst open |ike a vast

bl ood-blister. The first Northern Line train of the day
arrived at Mornington Crescent station and pl oughed

to an unschedul ed halt, dripping.
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PART FOUR

BLOOD
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Days came and went in the city. In the sewers, on the
rooftops, under the canal bridges, in all the cranped
spaces of London, King Rat and his conrades held
councils of war.

Saul would sit and listen as the three unlikely
figures murmured together.

Much of what they said made no sense to him

references to people and places and occurrences that

he could not fathom But he understood enough of

the grow ed di scussion to know that, despite their
grandi ose declarations of hostilities, neither King Rat
nor Loplop nor Anansi had any idea how to proceed.

The prosaic truth was that they were afraid. Sonetines
the argunments becanme heated, and accusations

of cowardice would flurry between the three. These
accusations were true. The circul ar discussions, the

hal f - pl ans, the protestati ons of anger and pugnacity,

all were stymed by the fact that the three knew that in
any confrontation one of them would be dooned.

As soon as the Piper got his flute to his lips, or even
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pursed his lips to whistle, or perhaps even humed,

one of them would be comuandeered, one of them

woul d be taken over to the other side. H s eyes would

gl aze and he would start to fight against his allies, his
ears stuffed with the enticing sounds of food and sex

and freedom

Anansi woul d hear sluggish fat flies blundering
near his mouth, and the skittering of |ovelorn feet
approachi ng hi mover towering webs to mate. That
was what he had heard in Baghdad, as the Piper had
thrashed hi mnercil essly.

Lopl op knew that he woul d hear the snapping of
threadli ke filaments as the roots of grass were pushed
aside and juicy worns groped blindly into the Iight,
towards his bill. He woul d hear the rush of air as he
felt hinmself swoop above the city, the cone-hither
calls of the nost beautiful birds of paradise.

And King Rat would once again hear the doors of
the pantries in hell sw nging open.

None of the three wanted to die. It was a m ssion

whi ch invol ved certain destruction for one. The sheer
force of aninmal self-preservation seened to preclude
their willingness even to risk the odds of one in three.
There was to be no sentinental self-sacrifice in this
fight.

Saul was vaguely aware that he was a vital conponent
in this argunent, that ultimately he was the
weapon whi ch woul d have to be deployed. It did not
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yet frighten him as he could not begin to take it
seriously.

Sone days, Loplop and Anansi woul d di sappear.
Saul remained with King Rat.

Every tine he wal ked or clinbed or ate, he felt
stronger. He woul d | ook down over London as he

scaled the side of a gas tower and think How did

get up here? with exhilaration. Their journeys across
London becane rarer, nore sporadic. Saul was frustrated.
He was noving faster and nore quietly. He

wanted to roam to make his mark - literally, sometines,
as he had di scovered the pleasure of pissing his
strong-snel ling piss against walls and know ng t hat

that corner was now his. His piss was changi ng, just
like his voice

King Rat was al ways there when Saul woke. After

the initial exhilaration of a new existence at right
angles to the world of people he had | eft behind, Saul
was di sheartened by the speed with which his days
blurred. Life as a rat was dull.

The individual nmoments still thrilled himw th
adrenal i ne, but those nonments no | onger coal esced.

He knew King Rat was waiting. H s ferocious

whi spered argunents with his conrades becane the

focal point of Saul's life. In gravelly hisses and fluting
tones the three bickered furiously over whether

Anansi's webs would hold the Piper, and how best to

west his flute away from him and whether spiders or

bi rds woul d constitute better cover. King Rat grew

185

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/China%20Mieville%20-%20King%20Rat.txt (190 of 422) [10/15/2004 2:24:57 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/China%20M i evill€9620-%20K ing%20Rat. txt

furious. He was al one; he could contribute no troops
to any battle. The rats had snubbed hi mand ignored
hi s commands.

Saul becane quieter, |earning nore about the three
creatures who constituted his circle.

He was al one on a roof, one night, sitting with

his back to an air-conditioning vent, while King Rat
scoured the alley below for food, when Anansi crept
over the side of the building before him Saul was stil
in his shadows and Anansi |ooked straight at himfor a
nmonent, then cast his eyes around the roof.

I"mgetting better at this, thought Saul, with idle
pride. Even he can't see ne now.

Anansi sneaked forward under dark red cl ouds

whi ch roll ed around each ot her, bel ching thensel ves
into and out of existence. They threatened rain.

Anansi squatted on the roof, stripped to the waist, as
al ways, despite the cold. He reached into his pocket
and drew out a glittering handful, a shifting nass of
little buzzing bodies. He sneared the insects into his
nmout h.

Saul 's eyes widened in fascination, even as he grimaced.
He was not surprised by what he saw. He

t hought he coul d hear the hunmi ng of nother - of

pearl w ngs obscured by Anansi's cheeks, till those
cheeks tensed and he saw Anansi suck hard, not

chewi ng, but pursing his lips and working his nouth

as if he sucked the juice froma bi g gobstopper.

There was the faintest of crunching sounds.
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Anansi opened his nouth and poked out a tongue

rolled into a tight U He exhaled sharply, as if through
a bl owpi pe, and a cascade of chitin shot out across the
roof, scattering near Saul's feet; the desiccated body
parts of flies and woodlice and ants.

Saul rose to his feet and Anansi started a little, his
eyes w deni ng nmonmentarily.

"\Wha' appen, pickney,' he said evenly, gazing at
Saul . The never see you there. You a quiet lickle
bwoy. '

Lopl op was harder to surprise. He woul d appear suddenly
from behi nd chi mey stacks and rubbi sh bins,

ruffling his foppish coat behind him H s passage was
al ways invisible. Cccasionally he would | ook up and

yell "Oy!' into the firmanent, and a pigeon, or a flock
of starlings, or a thrush, woul d wheel suddenly out of
the cl ouds, obeying his call, and perch nervously on
his wist.

He woul d peer at the bird, then briefly up at Saul

or whoever observed him and snmile in satisfaction
He woul d gl ance back at the bird, inperious suddenly,
and bark a command at it, upon which it would seem
to cringe and gi ve obei sance, bobbing its head and
bowi ng. And then Lopl op woul d becone a good

and just king all of a sudden, with no tinme for such
pueril e displays of power, and he would rmurnur
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reassuringly to his subject, and jettison it, watching it
di sappear with a | ook of noble benediction

Saul believed that Loplop was still a little mad.

And King Rat, King Rat was the same: cantankerous
and cockney and irritable and otherworldly.

Kay did not reappear with Natasha's keys, and she
was forced to wake her downstairs neighbour, with
whom she left a spare set.

It was just like Kay to neander off and forget that

he had them and she waited for himto call with his
cheerful apology. He did not call. After a couple of
days she tried his nunber, and his flatmates said they
had not seen himfor ages. Natasha was heartily pissed
off. After another couple of days she had a new set cut
and resol ved to charge hi mwhen he re-energed.

The police did seek her out. She was taken to the

station and interviewed by a quiet nan naned

Crow ey, who asked her several tinmes in severa

different ways if she had seen Saul since his di sappearance.
He asked her if she thought Saul capable of

murder. He asked her what she had thought of Saul's

father, whom she had never net, and what Saul

thought of him He asked her what Saul thought of

the police. He asked what she thought of the police.

When they let her go she returned hone seething,
to discover a note on her door from Fabian, who was
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waiting for her in the pub. She fetched himback to her

house where they snoked a joint and, to the sound of

Fabi an' s abrupt gi ggles, conposed a Jungle track on

her sequencer using |oads of sanples fromThe Bill. They christened the song Fuck You M ster
Pol i cenan

Sirl!l.

Pet e was com ng around nore and nore. Natasha was
waiting for himto make a nove on her, sonething

whi ch seened to happen with the mgjority of bl okes

she hung out with for any length of tinme. He did

not, which was a relief to her, as she was conpletely
uni nterested and did not want to have to deal with his
enbar rassnent .

He was listening to nmore and nore Drum and Bass,

was maki ng comments that were nore and nore

astute. She sanpled his flute and wove it into her
tunes. She liked the sound it nmade; there was a breath
of the organic about it. Normally, for the nain sounds
at the top end she would sinply create sonething

with her digital powers, but the soullessness those
noi ses possessed, a quality she often revelled in, was
beginning to alienate her. She enjoyed the sounds of
his flute, the tiny pauses for breath, the hint of

vi bration when she slowed it down, the infinitesina

i nperfections that were the hallmark of the hunman

ani mal . She sent the bass to follow the flute track

She was still experinenting, still laying plenty of
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tracks without him After a time she focused her flute

experimentation on one track. Sonetines they would

pl ay together, she snapping down a drumtrack, a bass line, sonme interjections, and he would
i mprovi se

over the top. She recorded these sessions for ideas,

and a notion formed in her mnd of how they could

pl ay together: a session of Jazz Jungle, the newest

and nost controversial twist to the Drum and Bass

canon.

But for now she concentrated on the track she had
christened Wnd City. She returned to it day on day,
tweaking it, adding layers to the |low end, tickling the
flute, looping it back on itself.

She had a clear idea of the feeling she sought, the
neurotic beats of Public Eneny, especially on Fear

O A Black Planet, the sense of a treble constantly

| ooki ng over its own shoul der. She took the harnony

of the flute and stretched it. Repetition makes listeners
wary of a statenment, and Natasha made the flute

protest too nmuch, com ng back in and back in and

back in on its purest note, till that purity becane a
testimony of paranoia, no sweet sound of innocence.

Pete | oved what she was doi ng.

She woul d not let himhear the track until it was

finished, but occasionally she would give in to his
pesterings and play hima snippet, a fifteen-second

phrase. The truth was that although she feigned exasperation
she enjoyed his rapturous reception
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"Ch, Natasha,' he said as he listened, 'you really understand me. More than | think you think you
do. "

Crow ey was still haunted by the scene of the Mrn
i ngton Crescent nurder.

There had been sonething of a news bl ackout, a

hal fway house of secrecy whereby the unknown

victims death had been reported but the intricacies
wi t hhel d. There was a vain and desperate hope that

by mulling over the unbelievable facts in private, by
containing them they could be understood.

Crow ey did not believe it would work.

The crime was not connected to his own investigation,

but Crowl ey had cone to exani ne the scene.

The unearthly circunstances surrounding the nurder

remi nded himof the peculiarities of Saul's di sappearance
and the rmurder of the two police officers.

Crow ey had stood on the platform the train stil

wai ting there some hours after a hysterical driver had
reported somet hi ng which made no sense. A brief

exani nation of the scene told the police that the
driver's 'floating man' had been suspended by rope to
the tunnel entrance. Frayed cord dangled fromthe
brick. The few passengers had been cleared out and

the driver was with a counsellor el sewhere in the
station.

The front of the train was encrusted w th bl ood.
There was very little of the body left to identify.
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Dental records had been rendered usel ess by the crushing,
i nexorabl e onrush of netal and glass onto the
victims face.

There was no escaping this crine, it lay all around

him on the platform spattering the walls, carbonized

on the live rail, snmeared by gravity the length of the
first carriage. No cameras had recorded the passing of
crimnal or victim They had come and gone invisibly.

It was as if the nmetal stakes and bl oodi ed stubs of

rope, the ruined flesh, had been conjured up spontaneously
out of the dark tunnels.

Crow ey exchanged words with the investigating
detective, a man whose hands still shook since his
first arrival at the scene an hour or nore previously.
Crow ey had only tenuous reasons to connect the

crime to his own investigations. Even the savagery

was wong. The nurder of the policenmen had seemed

an act of huge rage, but a spontaneous act, brutally
efficient. This was an imagi native piece of sadism
ritualistic, like a sacrifice to sone dangerous god. It
was designed to strip the victimof dignity and any
vestige of power. And as he thought that, Crow ey
wondered if the man - they had found flesh that told
themit was a man - had been awake and consci ous as
the train had arrived, and he screwed up his face, felt
briefly sick with horror.

And yet, and yet, despite the differences, Crow ey
felt himself linking the crines in his nmind

There was sonmething in the infernal ease with
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which |ife had been taken, a sense of power which
seenmed to perneate the nurder sites, the sure and
absol ute know edge that none of these victins, for
so nmuch as one second, had the slightest chance of
escape.

He asked the shaki ng Canmden detective to contact
himwere there any developnents at all, hinting at the
connections he m ght be able to nake.

Now, days later, Crowey still visited Mrnington
Crescent when he slept, its walls chaotically re
sprayed, abattoir chic, the red carpet laid down,
ghast |y organi ¢ decor.

He was convinced that the three (four?) nurders he

i nvestigated contai ned secrets. There was nore to the
story, there was much nore than they knew. The facts
were daming, but still he wanted to believe that Saul
had not conmitted the crines. He sought refuge in a
firmif nebulous belief that sonething big was going
on, something as yet unexplained, and that whatever
Saul was doi ng, he was not sonehow responsi bl e.

Whet her bei ng absol ved by the sudden onset of

madness, or another's control, or whatever, Crow ey
did not know.

193

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/China%20Mieville%20-%20King%20Rat.txt (198 of 422) [10/15/2004 2:24:57 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/China%20M i evill€9620-%20K ing%20Rat. txt

CHAPTER FI FTEEN

For a long time Pete had been asking Natasha to take
himto a Jungle club. She found his pesterings irritating,
and asked why he could not just go by hinself,

but he nmade noi ses about being a newconer, being
intinmdated (which was, in all fairness, entirely
reasonabl e given the atnosphere at many clubs). His
hectoring stayed just on the right side of whining.

He nade one or two good excuses. He did not

know where to go, and if he were to follow Tine
Qut's appal ling recommendati ons, he would end up a
lonely figure at a hardcore Techno evening or some
such fate. Natasha, by contrast, knew the scene, and
could wal k into any of the choicest evenings in
London wi t hout paying. Just cashing in favours,
calling in accounts set up in the early days of the
musi ¢, by knowi ng the nanes and the faces, talking
the tal k.

Somet hi ng was runbling in the El ephant and
Castle. The AWOL posse were getting together with
Style FMin a warehouse near the railway |ine.
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Everyone was going to be there, she started to hear. A
DJ she knew call ed Three Fi ngers phoned her and

asked her to cone along, bring a tune or two; he'd
play them She could spin a few if she wanted.

She wasn't going to take himup on that, but maybe

just turning up wasn't such a bad idea. It was a nonth
since she'd | ast been out on a serious.night, and Pete's
clanouring nade for a decent excuse to nove. Three

Fi ngers put her 'plus whoever' on his guest list.

Fabi an i mredi ately said he would cone. He

seemed pathetically grateful for the idea. Kay remained
i ncommuni cado and, for the first tine since

he had di sappeared a week or nore previously,

Nat asha and Fabian felt the beginnings of trepidation
But for the nonent that was forgotten as they made
preparations for the foray into South London

Pete was ecstatic.

'Yes yes yes! Fantastic! |'ve been waiting for this
forages!’

Nat asha's spirit sank as she saw hersel f bei ng shoehorned
into the role of Junglist Nanny.

"Yeah, well, | don't want to disappoint you or anything,
Pete, but so long as you know I'm not | ooking

after you there or anything. Alright? We get there, |
listen, you dance, you | eave when you want, |'m

| eaving when | want. I'mnot there to show you

around, d'you know what |'m sayi ng?'

He | ooked at her strangely.

"Of course.' His brow furrowed. 'You've got sone
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odd i deas about nme, Natasha. | don't want to cadge
off you all evening, and I'"'mnot going to ... to |leach
any of your cool, OK?"

Nat asha shook her head, irritated and enbarrassed.

She was concerned that having a pencil-necked, white

bread geek padding after her was going to do her
credential s as an up-and-coni ng Drum and Bass

figure no good at all. She had only been vaguely consci ous
of the thought, and having it pointed out with

frank good hurmour nmade her defensive and snappy.

Pete was grinning at her.

'Nat asha, |'m going because |I've found a new ki nd
of music | never knew existed, and it's one which - for
all | don't ook the part - |I think |I can use, and

think I can probably make. And | presume so do you
because you haven't stopped recording ne yet.

"So don't worry about me meking you | ook | ess
than funky in front of your mates. |'mjust going to
hear the nusic and see the scene.’

After the | ast bout of arguing, Anansi had di sappeared.
Loplop had remained in the area for another

day or two, but had ultimately foll owed the spider
into obscurity.

King Rat had slunped into a foul nood.

Saul haul ed hinself into the sewers, careful not to
spill the bag of food he carried. He picked his way
through the tunnels. It was raining in the streets
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above, a steady dribble of filthy, acid-saturated water
which raced into the tunnels, swirled around Saul's
legs, tried to pull himdown, a streamnearly two feet
hi gh, fast-nmoving and dilute, the usual warm conpost
snel |l nostly dissipated.

Ki ng Rat had done not hing about finding food, and

Saul , inpatient with his self-pity, had left the throne room and gone scavengi ng. King Rat's |eash
on him

was | ooseni ng. The neurotic hold he had kept for so

|l ong was al nost gone. As his nobod grew worse, his

determ nation to keep Saul in his sights weakened.

Saul knew what this nmeant. His worth for King Rat

was not neasured by bl ood. He had not been rescued
because he was a nephew, but because he was useful
because his peculiar birthright neant he was a threat

to the power of the Piper. As the canpai gn against the
Pi per dissolved in petty fights and squabbl es, cowardice
and fear, Saul's existence nmeant |less and less to

King Rat. Wthout a plan of attack, how could he

depl oy his chosen weapon?

As Saul picked his way through the saturated

tunnels he heard a sound. In a crevice in the concrete
stood a waterlogged rat, her babies blind and

squeal ing in the darkness behind her

She stood uncertainly on the grey lip, overlooking

the rush of water. She was only six inches or so above
the rising stream and the confortable hollow in

whi ch she lived was on the verge of beconing a water
seal ed tonb. She | ooked up across the tunnel. On the

197

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/China%20Mieville%20-%20King%20Rat.txt (202 of 422) [10/15/2004 2:24:57 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/China%20M i evill€9620-%20K ing%20Rat. txt

far side fromwhere she stood was another hole, an
acci dental passageway slanting up away fromthe
dept hs.

The rat raised herself on her hind | egs when she
snelt Saul, and she let forth a peculiar cry.

She bobbed up and down in the darkness, avoiding

Il ooking himin the face, yet clearly aware of his presence.
Agai n the she-rat nmade a sound, a | engthy

screech, purged of the sneer which usually col oured

rats' voices

He stopped just before her and hoisted his plastic
bag over his shoul der

The rat was pleading with him
She was beggi ng himfor help.

The tone of the squeal was beseeching, and Sau

was rem nded of the profusion of rats who had foll owed
hima fortnight previously, rats which had

seermed ani mated by hunger and desperation, and

whi ch had been eager to show hi mrespect.

Not here, was the sentinment pouring out of the
bedraggl ed rat as she cringed bel ow him Not here, not
her el

Saul reached out to her and she hopped onto his

hand. A cacophony of infantile rat squeaks poured

out of the holes in the concrete, and Saul plunged his
hand further into the depths of the rotting stone.

Little bodies were pushed onto his hand, where they

lay squirmng. He closed his fingers gently into a prol98
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tective cage and drew out his hand, on which the little
famly lay shivering as the water |evel rose.

He crossed the tunnel and placed them on the | edge
where the nother could pull the babies out of danger.
She backed away from hi m bobbi ng her head, the

pitch of her sounds changed, her fear gone.

Boss, she said to him Boss, before turning and
pulling her famly out of sight into the darkness.

Saul | eaned agai nst the soaking wall.

He knew what was happeni ng. He knew what the
rats wanted. He did not think King Rat would like it.

By the tine he arrived at the entrance to the throne
room the water was noving faster and the |evel kept
on rising. He funbled under the surface for the brick
plug hiding the chute, pulled it open with a sudden
expl osive burp of air, and slipped through the cascade
of water into the dark room bel ow, pulling the door

cl osed behind him

He | anded in the pool, splashed briefly onto his

arse, before standing and wal ki ng onto the dry bricks.
Behi nd hi mwater dribbled into the roomand down

the wall fromthe inmperfectly fitting brick entrance,
but the chanber was so | arge and the hidden sl uices so
efficient that the nopat around the room s centra

i sland of raised brickwork becanme only a little fatter
It woul d take days of ceaseless rain truly to threaten
the air in the throne-room
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King Rat sat brooding on his grandi ose brick seat.
Saul glared at him He delved into the plastic bags.

"Here,' he said, and threw a paper package across

the room King Rat caught it in one hand, w thout

| ooking up. 'Bit of falafel,' said Saul, 'bit of cake, bit of
bread, bit of fruit. Fit for a king,' he added provocatively,
but King Rat ignored him

Saul sat cross-legged at the base of the throne. His

own package contai ned nmuch the sanme as King Rat's,

with the enphasis skewed towards the sugary conponents

of the neal. Saul's sweet tooth had survived

his passage to rat-hood. The extra richness which rot
lent to fruit was a pleasure he was still indulging in as
of ten as possi bl e.

He dug into the bag and pulled out a peach whose
surface was one seanl ess bruise. He ate, gazing all the
time at the norose King Rat.

"I"'mfucking sick of this,' he finally snapped. 'What
is up with you?

King Rat turned to stare at him

" Shut your trap. You don't know buggery about it.

"You stink of self-pity, you know that?' Saul gave a
sudden | augh. 'You don't see ne acting up like this,

and if anyone's got reason to be ... noody ... it's ne.
First off, you rip ne out of my life and turn it into
some kind of fucking ... bad dream ... So fuck it,
alright, 1'll do that, and I did a decent enough job
didn't 1? And now, just when I've got to grips with the
rules of my life as Saul, Prince Rat, you get all norose
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and change the channel. What the fuck is going on?
You ... galvanize ne, get ne ready, for fuck knows
what, and then you just slunmp. What am/ supposed

to do?

King Rat was staring at himcontenptuously, ill at
ease.

"You've no clue what you're spouting, you little
gobshit...'

"Don't tell me that! Jesus! Wiat the fuck do you

want me to do? Is ny role here to fucking get

you spurred agai n? Am | supposed to shake you up?

Get you going again? Well fuck off! If you want to sit
there on your rat arse and nope, then fine. And

spi der-features and Loplop can join you, you're as
bad as each other. But |I'm fucking off!"’

' Got any suggestions, you mouthy little cunt?
hi ssed King Rat.

"Yeah, | have. You fuckers have got to be |less chicken. That's what this is about. You're al
scar ed,

and you' re scared because you all want a plan which

makes sure your own arse isn't on the line. Wll, it's

not going to happen! You all reckon the Piper is such

a bad fucker that you' ve got to take him that this is the Final Battle - so |l ong as none of you
does the

actual fighting. And while we're on that subject, | get

the distinct fucking inpression that it was nme who was

supposed to do the fighting for you, but you're all stil

chi ckenshit because you can't quite work out how to

depl oy ne without any danger of recoil or whatever
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Well count me the fuck out!' Saul had worked his way
into a righteous anger

' The Piper wants you dead too!"' hissed King Rat.

'Yeah, so you say. Well, unlike you, rmaybe |'m
going to do something about it!' There was a | ong
silence. Saul waited a nonment, then spoke again.

"The rats want ne to take over.'

There was a long silence as King Rat slowly swing
his head to ook at him

" What ?

"The rats. In the sewers. Sonetinmes in the streets,
or wherever. Wenever you're not around. They cone
to ne, hover, kowtow, and they squeak, and |'m
begi nning to nmake sense of what they're on about.
They want ne to take over. They want ne to be the
boss.'

King Rat was rising, standing on the throne.

"You little ingrate. You little Tea-Leaf,,. you little
shit, you bastard, I'Il tan your hide, it's mine, mne, you understand, mne ..

'So take a stand, you fucking has-been!' Saul was
standing, glaring at him his face just below King Rat's,
their spittle forming a crossfire. 'They don't want you
back. And they're not going to have you back unti

you ... redeemyourself. That seens to be the norality
of this fucking terrain.

Saul turned and stormed to the exit. 'I'm going out.
I don't know when I'll be back, but | don't expect you
to care, because you don't think you can use ne at
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the nonent. Wiile I'mgone | recomend you think

careful |y about doing sonething. Use Loplop, use

Anansi, get hold of themand track the notherfucker

down. When you're willing to get off your arse,

maybe we can talk.' He turned to face King Rat. ' Ch,

and don't worry about your Magic Kingdom | don't want to be Rat King, not now, not ever, so
woul dn' t

stress it. I'mgoing to find ny mates or sonething. |'m

bored of you.

Saul turned and swung out of the room was briefly
coated in filthy water, and passed into the sewers.

Whi |l e Saul stal ked through the subterranean real ns
above him King Rat stood quivering with rage, his
hands tugging fitfully at his overcoat. Eventually
his notions ceased and he seated hinself.

He brooded.

He junped up again, purposeful for the first tinme
i n days.

'K, sonny, point taken. So let's talk about bait,' he
murnured to hinself.

He rushed out of the room suddenly noving as he
had when Saul first saw him sinuous and nysterious,
fast and chaoti c.

He passed quickly, silently through the |ayers of
the earth, while Saul still struggled to find his bearings.

King Rat enmerged into a dark street. On the other
side, figures passed in and out of the puddle of
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| ackl ustre | anplight, keeping their eyes fixed in front
of them

He stood quite still, his hidden eyes twi tching

i nperceptibly. He | ooked around him Hi s eyes

craw ed up the wall before him He stal ked forward,
one foot rising in a slow arch, curving back down

to earth in an exaggerated parabola, his upper body
bobbi ng slightly. He | ooked up, spread his arms wi de,
gripped the brick wall like a lover. Silently, he scaled
the side of the building, his boots finding inpossible
purchase, his hands gripping invisible inperfections.
He drew his hands back, contracting the nuscl es of

his arms, fixing his attention on the dark bel ow the
eaves.

Hi s arns uncoiled, shot out. Something fluttered
desperately and a famly of dirty pigeons burst from

the shadow, disturbed fromtheir sleep. They di sappeared
into the air behind him He w thdrew his hand

and brought with it one of the birds, caught and held
tight, its wings trying to stretch open, unable to escape
hi m

King Rat | owered his face towards his captive. It
st opped struggling as he brought his face closer. He
held it very tight to him stared deep into its eye.

"You don't have Jack to fear fromne, little cove,

he hissed. The bird was still, waiting. 'l want you to
do nme a favour. Go find your boss-nman, spread the
word. King Rat wants Lopl op. Have himtrack ne

down.'
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King Rat released his scout. It lurched into the
air, wheeled and swept off over London. King Rat
wat ched it go. When he couldn't see it any nore, he
turned his back and di sappeared into the dark city.
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CHAPTER SI XTEEN

It was the first tine since his solo stroll along the
Westway that Saul had been alone for so long. Hs are
was dwi ndling, threatening to snuff out, and he fed it
carefully, nmaintained it. It gave hima righteous rush.

He wanted out of the cl austrophobic sewers,

wanted a taste of cold air. Judging by the ebb of water
around his legs, the rain outside had let up. He wanted
to emerge before it had fully dissipated.

Saul trusted to instinct in his rambles through the
brick underworld. The rules of the sewers were different,
the distinctions and boundaries between areas

bl urred. Above ground he knew where he was, and

deci ded where he was goi ng. Under the pavenent he

felt only a vague tugging to nmove fromone part of

the tunnel network to another, a buzzing of the

trogl odytic radar apparently | odged in his skull, and
he woul d follow his nose. He did not know if he had
visited any particular patch of sewer before; it was
irrelevant. He knew it all. It was only the environs of
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the throne-room which were particular, and all roads
in the underworld seened to | ead there eventually.

He ducked under | ow bricks, pushed his way
through tight tunnels.

Saul heard the patter of feet around him isolated
squeal s of excited rats. He saw a hundred little brown
heads peeking fromchinks in the bricks.

"H, rats,' he hissed as he noved.

Ahead of himhe saw the ruined netal of a |adder,

old and corroded, dribbling its constituent parts into
the stream of rainwater. He grasped it, felt it crunble
beneath him scranmbled up it before it disintegrated
entirely. He pushed at the cover, to poke his head into
Edgwar e Road.

It was the end of twilight. The street was busy with
Lebanese patisseries, mni-cab firms and cut-price

el ectrical repair shops, dirty video stores and cl othing
war ehouses wi th hand-drawn signs advertising their
wares. Saul |ooked over the top of a building site
across the road. Away in the west the fringe of the sky
was still a beautiful bright blue, shading to black. At
the base of the skyline the edges of the buildings

| ooked unnaturally sharp.

Saul slid gently through the hole in the pavenent,
nonchal ant in the know edge that he coul d nove

wi t hout being seen or heard, so long as he kept in the
shadows, obeyed the rules. Subtly he oozed through
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the opening, waiting for a gap in the flow of pedestrians,
arching his eyebrows, rolling out of the hole
in the ground with the snell.

He reached back to replace the manhol e cover, and

heard a mass of hisses. Peering over the edge, Saul

| ooked into the eyes of dozens of rats, perched precariously
on the rotting | adder

He regarded them They gazed at him

He grunted and pulled the cover over the opening,

but not fully, leaving a slit of darkness, to which he
put his nmouth and whi spered, 'Meet ne over by the
bins.'

In a quick, odd notion Saul bobbed to his feet. He

stuck his hands in his pockets, sauntered along the

street past the clunps of people. They noticed him

suddenl y, noved aside and apart for him frowning at

his smell. Behind hima brown bolt shot out of the

sewers, followed by another, then a sudden nass. One

of the proprietors noticed and shrieked, and all attention
focused on the manhole. By then the fl ow had

al nost finished and the rats had nelted into the interstices
of the city, made thensel ves invisible.

Saul continued wal king at the same pace as the
street erupted into pandenoni um behind him Peopl e
snat ched thensel ves away fromthe hole in the
ground.

"Wio the fuck left that open?' canme one yell, along
with a mass of Arabic.

Saul slid into the darkness at the edge of the street.
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The rats had di sappeared now and public-spirited citizens
were gingerly shoving the nmetal cover back into

position. Saul turned slowy and | eaned against a wall,
ostentatious, if only for his own benefit. He inspected
his nails.

A few feet away to his right was a mass of bins,

sone tunbling into each other and spilling bags, the
whol e snelling faintly of baklava, sullied of course by
filth. There was a rustling fromthe bags. A honey

st ai ned head poked up fromthe black plastic mass.

More heads appeared around it.

'CGot yourself sone food, then?' hissed Saul out of
the corner of his nouth. 'That's good.

There was a faint screeching fromthe bins in reply.

A few feet away, in the world of the patisseries,
those who had col | aborated on resealing the sewers
wer e |aughi ng, unsettled. They were sharing cigarettes
and | ooki ng around nervously, in case the rats came
back.

Saul noved over to the dustbins.

"Alright, squad,' he said quietly. 'Show ne what
you can do. First alley on the left, quick march, quiet
as ... mce? Fuck it, | suppose so. Rank yourselves nice for ne.

There was a sudden expl osi ve burst and a hundred
brown torpedoes bolted fromcover. Saul watched as
t hey di sappeared up drains, behind walls, into the
dar kness whi ch dribbl ed down fromthe eaves of
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the buil dings, into the holes between bricks. The bins
wer e suddenly vacant and still.

Saul turned slowy on one heel in a deliberate

notion. He dragged his feet, picking themup, dropping
them wal ki ng ponderously along the street. He

| ooked down at his chest as he noved. Saul was

t hi nki ng.

He felt as if he had lost all capacity for urgency.

Saul wondered what he was trying to achi eve. Was
this revenge? Boredon? A dare?

He was becomi ng King Rat. Was he? Was that what

he was doing? He was not sure at all. He had not
asked the rats to follow him but he wanted to see
what he could do with them

He was aware that he should fear the Piper, that he
shoul d think, forma plan, but he could not, not now
He felt untrustworthy, confused, full of betrayal. He
woul d show King Rat. King Rat who had not chased

him not tried to stop him not urged himto come
back.

He did not know what he was about to do, he did

not know where he woul d go, when he would return

But then the very enptiness he felt was a |iberation

For a long time he had felt full of guilt about his father
full of his father's disappointnent. Then he had been

full of King Rat, full of trepidation and amazenent.

Now he was enpty, all of a sudden. He felt very
alone. He felt light, as if he might evade gravity with every step. As if he had pissed after a
day holding it in,
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or had put down a massive burden he had forgotten

he carried. He felt he could blow away in the wi nd,
and he had to keep noving. And each novenent, for

the first tinme he could renenber, the first tinme ever
was entirely his own.

There was a screanming fromthe alley just ahead of

him and he swore and rushed to the corner. He swung
around the edge of brick and stared into the shadows.

A few feet fromthe Edgware Road a young wonan

was lying in the delivery entrance of a shop. She had a
dirty face and dirty brown hair. She sat huddled in

a greasy blue sleeping-bag, pulling it up tight around
her. Her face was shot through with horror, her nouth
stretched as if it would split her cheeks. Her voice had
run dry. She did not see Saul. She could not take her
eyes fromthe wall before her

A cascade of rats spewed and bubbl ed over the
edge. The stream was al nost soundl ess, marked only
by a | ow white noise of scratching.

The sl eeping-bag slipped slowly fromthe worman's
hands, and they stayed as they were, frozen, framng
her face. Rats simmered around her, | ooked up at
Saul , made sounds of supplication, sought approval
They parted as he strode towards the terror-stricken
wonan.

She did not |ook at him still unable to | ook anywhere
except at the deluge of scuttling bodies. There
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were nore rats there than Saul had seen in the sewers.
They had been joined by conpatriots fromthe houses
around them Saul glanced up at them then turned to
t he wonan.

'Hey, hey,' he said gently, and kneel ed before her
"Don't panic, shhhhh ...’

The wonman's eyes flickered briefly to himand she
found her voi ce.

"Ch ny God do you see themthey're comng for
me Jesus Christ...'

She spoke in a strangled screech. It sounded as if
there were no air in her lungs, as if it were only fear
that was giving her a voice.

Saul grabbed her face in both hands and forced her
to look at him Her eyes were green and open very
wi de.

"Listen to me. You won't understand this, but don't
worry. Shhh, shhh, these rats are nine. They won't
hurt you, do you understand?

"But the rats are here to get ne and they're going to get nme and ..

"Shut up!' There was silence, for a second. 'Now watch.' Saul held her
his

aside, until the ,wonman could see the rats which waited

in the shadows and, as her eyes wi dened again and the

muscl es around her nouth went taut, Saul threw his

head back briefly and hissed, 'D sappear!’

There was a flurry of feet and tails. The rats
vani shed.

212

head still

and sl owly noved

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/China%20Mieville%20-%20King%20Rat.txt (217 of 422) [10/15/2004 2:24:58 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/China%20M i evill€9620-%20K ing%20Rat. txt

The alley was silent.

Bewi | derment crept into the creases on the

worman' s face. She | ooked fromside to side as Saul
moved away from her. She craned her neck and peered
nervously around her. Saul sank to his haunches next

to her, sat back against the door. He | ooked to his
right and saw the |ights of Edgware Road, only ten

feet away. Again he thought: these things take place so
close to the real city, and no one can see them They
take place ten feet away, sonewhere in another world.

Next to himthe woman turned. Her voice
qui ver ed.

"How di d you do that?" She spoke too loudly still.

‘"I told you," he said. 'They're nmy rats. They' Il do
what | tell them'

Ts it like a trick"} Like trained rats? Don't they scare you?

As she spoke her eyes wavered from side to side

Her voice was unnaturally |oud and abrupt. Her panic
was over too quickly. She spoke to himas though

she were a child. Saul suddenly understood that this
wonman was probably nmentally ill.

Don't treat her like a child, he thought warily. Don't patronize her

'The rats don't scare ne, no,
understand them'

he said carefully. "I

"They frightened the shit out of nme. | thought they
were out to get ne!’
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"Yeah, well I'msorry about that. | didn't know
anyone was here when | sent theminto the alley.

"It's amazing that you can do that, | nean nake rats
do what you want!' She grinned quickly.

There was silence. Saul |ooked around him but the
rats remai ned hidden. He turned back to his conpanion
Her eyes were darting around like flies.

"What's your nane?' he asked.

' Debor ah. '

"I'mSaul.' They smiled at each other. 'Now that
you know the rats are mne,' he said slowy, 'would
you still be scared of thenf

She | ooked at him questioningly. Saul sighed for a
long tine. He did not know what woul d happen next.

He did not really know what he was doi ng. He was
enjoying his words, rolling every one around his
mouth. It was the first time since neeting Kay that he
had spoken to a human being. He revelled in every
sentence. He did not want the conversation to end.

"l nmean, | could bring them out again.
"I don't know, I nean, aren't they dirty and stuff?

"Not ny lot. And if | tell themnot to, they won't
touch you.'

Deborah twi sted her face up. She was grinning, a sickly frightened grin.
"Ch you know I don't know | nean | don't know. ..
"Don't be scared, now. Look. I'Il call themout, and

show you they do what | want.' He turned his head
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slightly. He could snell the rats. They waited just out
of sight, quivering. 'Heads up,' he said firmy, 'heads
only."'

There was a stirring in the debris and a hundred
little heads poked up, like seals in the waves, sleek
skul I s under greased-back fur

Deborah shrieked and put her hand over her
nmout h. Her head shook, and Saul saw that she was
| aughi ng.

"It's amazing ...' she said through her fingers.

"Down,' said Saul, and the heads di sappeared.
Debor ah | aughed del i ghtedly.
' How do you do it?

' They have to do what | say,' said Saul. 'I'mthe

boss, as far as they're concerned. |I'mtheir prince.' She
| ooked at himin consternation. Saul felt irresponsible.
He wondered if he was danmagi ng her further. Wat

she needs is reality, he thought, but the realization
came firmy to himthat this was reality, whether

anyone liked it or not. And he wanted to keep talking

to her.

"Are you hungry, Deborah?' She nodded. 'Well,
why don't | get you sone food?' He junped up and
crept into Edgware Road, returned some seconds |ater

with two pastries, intricate things encrusted with pistachios
and icing sugar, which he put in Deborah's Iap.

She bit into one, licked her lips. She was obviously
hungry.
"l was asleep,' she said, honey muffling her voice. 'l
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heard the rats in nmy sleep and they woke ne up. Onh,
it's OK. I'mglad I'mawake. | wasn't sleeping very
well, actually, | was dream ng horrible things.'

"Wasn't waking to a plague of rats a horrible thing?
She | aughed jerkily.

"Only at first,' she said. 'Now | know they do what
you tell them| don't mind so nuch. It's very cold.’
She had finished the pastries. She had eaten very fast.

There was a faint scratching. The rats were beconi ng
i mpatient. Saul barked a brief order to be

qui et and the sound ceased. It feels so easy, he thought, so sinple to take control like this. It
didn't even excite
hi m

‘Do you want to go to sl eep, Deborah?

"What do you nean? Her voice was suddenly

suspi ci ous, even afraid. She al nost whined in her
trepidation, and bundl ed herself up into her sleeping
bag. Saul reached out to reassure her and she shrank
away fromhimin horror and he realized with a
sinking feeling that she had heard such a line before,
but spoken with different intent.

Saul knew that the streets were brutal
He wondered how often she had been raped
He noved his hands away, held themup in surrender

T msorry, Deborah, | didn't nmean anything. |'m

just not tired. 1"'mlonely, and | thought we could go
for a wander.' She still |ooked at himw th terrified
eyes. The won't... I'Il go, if you want.' He did not want
216
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to leave. 'I want to show you around. I'll take you
anywhere you want to go.

"l don't know | don't know what you want to do ...' she npaned.

"Don't you want to do sonething? he said desperately.
"Aren't you bored? | swear | won't touch you,
won't do anything, | just want sonme conpany ..

He | ooked at her and saw her wavering. He put on
a silly expression, a clowiish sad face, sniffed theatrically,
nauseati ng hi nsel f.

Debor ah | aughed nervously.

"Please,’ he said, 'let's go.'
"Ch ... OK...' She | ooked pleased, even though
nervous.

He grinned at her reassuringly.

He felt ill at ease, shockingly clunmsy. Even the sinpl est
manneri sm cost himhuge effort. He was relieved
that he had not frightened her away.

"I"l'l take you up to the roofs, if you want, Deborah

and I'll show you the quick way of getting around
London on foot. Can |...' He paused. 'Can | bring
the rats?
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Bring them bring the rats, she said, after a little persuasion.
It was obvious that, despite her fear, she was

fasci nated. Saul gave a long whistle and the rats

appear ed again, eager to show w lling.

He did not know how it was he comuanded them

It seemed to make no difference what words he used,

or if he whistled, or gave a brief shout. He could not
think an order for it to be obeyed, he had to nake a
sound, but the rats seened to understand hi mthrough
an enpat hy, not through | anguage. He invested the
sound he made with the spirit of an order for it to be
obeyed.

He nade the rats Iine up in rows, to Deborah's
delight. He nade them nove forward and backwards.
When he had shown off and made the rats ridicul ous,
taki ng away Deborah's fear, she woul d even touch

one. She stroked it nervously as Saul nurnured deep
in his throat, held the rat in thrall so it would not
panic, bite or run.
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"No of fence or anything, Saul, but you snell, you
know,' she said.

"It's where | live. Snell it again; it's not as bad as
you think at first.'

She | eaned over and sniffed him winkled up her
nose and shook her head apol ogetically.

"You'll get used to it,' he said.

When she had | ost her fear he suggested that they
nmove. She | ooked nervous agai n, but nodded.

"Whi ch way?' she said.
‘Do you trust nme?' Saul said.
"l think so ...'

"Then hold on to nme. W're going up, straight up
the walls.'

She did not understand at first, and when she did

she was terrified, refused to believe that Saul coul d
carry her. He reached out to her gently, slowy so as
not to intimdate her, and when he was sure she did
not mnd being touched, he Iifted her easily, held her
with his arns outstretched, feeling his nuscles snap
hard with rat-strength. She | aughed delightedly.

He felt |ike a superhero.

Rat man, he thought as he held her. Doing good

with his bizarre rat-powers. Helping the nentally ill.
Carrying them around London faster than shit

through a sewer. He sneered at hinself.

"See. | told you |l could carry you. Let me put you
on ny back.'
219
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"Minnn ..."' Deborah swung her face fromside to
side like a flattered child, smling a little. 'MinnnOK

"Geat. Let's go.' The rats scanpered a little closer,
hearing the dynami smin Saul's voice.

Deborah still | ooked at them nervously every tine
they noved, but she had forgotten nost of her fear.

Saul bent down and offered her his back. She
st epped out of the sl eeping-bag.

"Shall | take this?" she said, and Saul shook his head.
"Just hide it. I'Il bring you back here.’

Deborah gi ngerly clanbered onto Saul's back, and

he was struck once again by the fact that it was only
her tenuous grip on reality that neant she would do as
he suggested. Approach nost people with the offer to
pi ggyback them across the roofs and he woul d not

have net with such a willing response

The irony, of course, being that she was right to
trust him

He rose to his feet and she shrieked as if she was on
a fairground ride.

"Gentle, gentlel' she yelled, and he hissed at her to
keep her voice down.

He strode into the passage, and all around him he

heard the pattering of hundreds of rat feet. This is bow
| changed worlds, he thought, carried to my new city

on the back of a rat. Wat goes around comes around.

He stopped bel ow a window, its sill nine feet above
t he pavenent.

'See you up top,' he hissed at the rats, who disap
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peared in a flurry, as before. He heard the scrape of
claws on brick.

Saul junped up and grasped the w ndow, and

Deborah shouted, a yell which did not die away but
bal | ooned in terror as her fingers fought for purchase
on his back. H's feet swung above the ground, the toes
of his prison-issue shoes scraping the wall.

He called for her to shut up, but she would not, and
words began to formin her protest.

' St opstopstop,’ she wailed and Saul, m ndful of discovery,
haul ed hinsel f at speed up into the space by

the wi ndow, flattened hinself against the gl ass,

reached up again, determined to pull Deborah out of
earshot before she could order hi m down.

He scranbl ed up the building. Not yet as fast as

King Rat, but so snooth, he thought to hinmself as he
clinmbed. Terror had stopped Deborah's voice. / know
that feeling, thought Saul, and smiled. He would bring
this to a close as fast as he coul d.

Her wei ght on his back was only a minor irritation
This was not a hard wall to clinb. It was festooned
with wi ndows and cracks and protuberances and
drai npi pes. But Saul knew that to Deborah it was just
so much unbreachabl e brick. This building had a flat
roof contained by rails, one of which he grasped now
and tugged at, raising hinself and his cargo up onto
t he skyline.

He deposited Deborah on the concrete. She cl awed
at it, her breath ragged.
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"Ch now, Deborah, I'msorry to scare you,' he said
hurriedly. 'l knew you wouldn't let me if | told you
what | was going to do, but | swear to you, you were
safe, always. | wouldn't put you in danger.'

She munbl ed i ncoherently. He dropped to her side

and gently put a hand on her shoul der. She flinched
and turned to him He was surprised at her face. She
was quivering, but she did not |ook horrified.

'How can you do that?" she breathed. Al around

them on the roof the concrete began to swarmw th

rats, struggling to prove their eager devotion. Saul

pi cked Deborah off her side and put her on her feet.

He tugged at her sleeve. She did not take her eyes
fromhimbut allowed herself to be pulled over to the
railing around the roof. The light was entirely | eached
fromthe sky by now

They were not so very high; all around them hotels
and apartnent bl ocks | ooked down on them and they

| ooked down on as many again. They stood at the

ni dpoi nt of the undul ations in the skyline. Black
tangl es of branches poked into their field of vision,
over in Regent's Park. The graffiti were thinner up
here, but not dissipated. Here and there extravagant
tags marked the sides of buildings, badges pinned in
the nost inaccessible places. |'mnot the first to be
here, thought Saul, and the others weren't rats. He
adm red them hugely, their idiot territorial bravery.
To scale that wall and spray boomboy!!! just there,
where the bricks ran out, that was a courageous act.
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It's not brave of ne, he thought. / know |l can do it,
I"'ma rat.

Deborah was | ooking at him Fromtinme to time her

eyes flitted away towards the view, but it was himshe
was consci ous of. She | ooked at himw th amazement.

He | ooked back at her. He was awash with gratitude.

It was so good, so nice to talk to sonmeone who was

not a rat, or a bird, or a spider

"I't must be anmzing to be able to do what all the

rats do,' she said, studying their nassed ranks. They
stood a little way behind, quiet and attentive, fidgeting
alittle when unobserved but hushi ng when Saul

turned to gaze at them

Saul | aughed at what she said.

"Amazing? | don't fucking think so.' He could not

resi st bitching, even though she woul d not understand.

‘"Let ne tell you about rats,' he said. 'Rats do

nothing. Al day. They eat any old crap they can find,

run around pissing against walls, they shag occasionally

- or sol'mled to believe - and they fight over

who gets to sleep in which patch of sewer. Sure, they think they're the reason the world was
i nvent ed. But

they're nothing.'

" Sounds |i ke people!' said Deborah and | aughed
delightedly as if she had said sonething clever. She
repeated it.

"They're nothing |ike people,' Saul said quietly.
"That's a tired old myth.
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He asked her about herself and she was vague about

her situation. She woul d not explain her honel essness,
muttering darkly about not being able to handle

sonmet hing. Saul felt guilty but he was not that
interested. Not that he did not care: he did, he was
appal l ed at her state and, even alienated fromher city
as he was, he felt the old fury against the governnent
so assiduously trained into himby his father. He cared
deeply. But at that nonent he wanted to talk to her

not for herself particularly but because she was a
person. Any person. As |long as she kept tal king and
Iistening, he was not concerned about what she m ght
say. And he asked her about herself because he was
hungry for her conpany.

He heard a sudden sound of fl apping, sonething
like heavy cloth. He felt a brief gust of wind in his
face. He | ooked up, but there was not hing.

"I tell you what,' he said. 'Never mnd rats being
anmazi ng. Do you want to conme back to ny house?

She wrinkl ed her nose agai n.
"The one that snells |ike that?

"No. | was thinking of going back to ny real place

for a bit.' He sounded calm but his breath canme short
and fast at the thought of returning. Sonething in her
remar ks about rats had rem nded hi mof where he

came from Cut off fromKing Rat, he wanted to

return, touch base.

He nmissed his dad.

Deborah was happy to visit his house. Saul put her
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on his back again and set off, with the rats in tow,
across the face of London, across a terrain that had
qui ckly becone familiar to him

Soneti nes Deborah buried her face in his shoul der
soneti mes she | eaned back al arm ngly and | aughed.
Saul shifted with her to maintain his bal ance.

Hi s progress was not as rapid as King Rat's or
Anansi's, but he noved fast. He stayed high, loath to
touch the ground, a vague rule he renenbered from

a children's gane. Sonetines the platformof roofs
stopped short and he had no option but to plunge

down the brick, by fire escape or drain or broken wall,
and scurry across a short space of pavenent before
scranbling up above the streets again.

Everywhere around him he heard the sound of the

rats. They kept up with him noving by their own

routes, disappearing and reappearing, boiling in and

out of his field of vision, anticipating himand foll ow ng
him There was sonething el se, a presence he

was vaguely aware of: the source of that flapping

sound. Tinme and again he sensed it, a faint flurry of

wi nd or wings brushing his face. H s nonentum was

up and he did not stop, but he nursed the vague sense

that sonet hing kept up with him

Periodically he woul d pause for breath and | ook
around him Hi s passage was quick. He followed a
map of lights, keeping parallel to Edgware Road,
shadowing it as it became Maida Vale. He foll owed
the route of the 98 bus, passed | andnmarks he knew
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well, like the tower with an integument of red girders
whi ch jutted out above its roof, making a cage.

The buil dings around them began to | evel out; the

spaces between towers grew | arger. Saul knew where

they were: in the stretch of deceptively suburban

housi ng just before Kilburn H gh Road. Terra cognita, thought Saul. Home ground.

He crossed to the other side of the road so fast that
Deborah was hardly aware of it. Saul took off into the
dark between main roads, bridging the gap between

Kil burn and WI 1| esden, eager to return hone.

They stood before Terragon Mansions. Saul was
af rai d.

He felt fraught, short of breath. He listened to the
stillness, realized that the escort of rats had evaporated
soundl essly. He was al one wi th Deborah

H s eyes craw ed up the dull brick, weaving

bet ween wi ndows, many now dark, a few lit behind

net curtains. There at the top, the hole through which
his father had plumeted. Still not fixed, pending
nore police investigation, he supposed, though now

t he absence was di sgui sed by transparent plastic
sheets. The tiny fringe of ragged glass was still just
visible in the wi ndow frane.

"l had to | eave here in a hurry,' he whispered to
Deborah. 'My dad fell out of that w ndow and they
reckon |I pushed him'
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She gazed at himin horror
"Did you?' she squeaked, but his face silenced her.

He wal ked quietly to the front door. She stood

behi nd him huggi ng herself against the chill, | ooking
nervously about. He caressed the door, effortlessly

and silently slipping the | ock. Saul wandered onto the
stairs. Hs feet made no sound. He noved as if dazed.
Behi nd hi m cane Deborah, in fits and starts, her ebullience
gone with his. She dragged her feet as if she

wer e whi ni ng, but she made no sound.

The door to his apartnment was criss-crossed with

blue tape. Saul stared at it and considered how it nade
himfeel. Not violated or outraged, as he would have
supposed. He felt oddly reassured, as if this tape
secured his house fromoutsiders, sealing it like a tine
capsul e.

He tugged gently at it. It came away in his hand,

airy and ineffectual, as if it had been waiting for him
eager to give itself up. He pushed the door open and
stepped into the darkness where his father had died.
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CHAPTER El GHTEEN

It was cold, as cold as the night when the police had

arrived. He did not turn on the lights. What filtered

up fromthe streets was enough for him He did not waste tine, pushed open the door of the sitting-
room

and entered.

The room was bare, had been stripped of possessions,

but he noticed that only in passing. He stared

at the jagged window full on. He dared it to unsettle
him to sap his strength. It was just a hole, he thought,
wasn't it? Wasn't it just a hole? The plastic billowed
back and forth with a noise |ike whips cracking.

"Saul, |'mscared...'

He realized belatedly that Deborah could hardly

see. She stood at the threshold to the room hesitant.
He knew what she coul d see, his obscure form agai nst
the dark orange of the distant streetlanps. Saul shook
hi nsel f in anger. He had been using her with such ease
he had forgotten that she was real. He strode across
the room and hugged her

He wrapped hinmsel f around her with an affection
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she poured back into him It was not sexual, though

he sensed that she expected it to be, and mi ght not
have nminded. But he would have felt nanipul ati ve and
foul and he liked her and pitied her and was so, so
grateful to her. They held each other and he realized
that he was trenbling as nuch as she. Not all rat yet,
then, he thought ruefully. She's afraid of the dark, he
t hought. Wat's ny excuse?

There was a book in the mddle of the fl oor

He saw it suddenly over her shoulder. She felt him
stiffen and nearly shrieked in terror, twisting to see
what ever had shocked him He hurriedly hushed her,
apol ogi zed. She could not see the book in the dark

It was the only thing in the room There was no
furniture, no pictures, no tel ephone, no other books,
only that.

It was not coincidence, Saul thought. They had

not missed that when they cleared out the flat. Saul
recogni zed it. An ancient, very fat red-bound A4 not ebook
its

pages; it was his father's scrapbook

It had appeared regularly throughout Saul's life.

Every so often his father would drag it out from wherever
he hid it and carefully cut sone article fromthe

paper, murnuring. He would glue it into the book

and as often as not wite in red biroin the margin. At
other times there was no article at all; he would just
wite. Oten Saul knew these bouts were brought on

by sone political occurrence, sonething his father
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wanted to record his pontifications on, but at other
tinmes there was no spur that Saul could fathom

When he was little the book had fascinated him

and he had wanted to read it. His father would |et

him see sone things, articles on wars and strikes, and
the neat red notes surrounding them But it was a

private book, he explained, and he would not |et Saul
examine it all. Sone of it's personal, he expl ai ned
patiently. Sone of it's private. Sone of it's just for ne.

Saul renoved hinmself from Deborah and picked it

up. He opened it fromthe back. Amazingly, there

were still a very few pages not yet full. He flicked

backwards slowly, coming to the |ast page that his

father had filled. A light-hearted story fromthe |oca

paper about a Conservative Party fundraising event

whi ch had suffered a catal ogue of disaster: failing electricity,
a doubl e booking and food poi soning. Next to

it, in his father's carefully printed letters, Saul read,

"There is a CGod after all!!ll’

Before that, a story about the | ong-running strike

at the Liverpool docks, and in his father's hand: 'A norsel of information breaches the carefully
mai nt ai ned

Wall of Silence! Wiy the TUG so ineffectual ?!'’

Saul turned the page backwards, grinned delightedly

as he realized that his father had been pondering

his Desert Island Discs selection. At the top of

the page was a list of old Jazz tunes, all with carefu
questi on-marks, and bel ow was the tentative list.

"One: Ella Fitzgerald. Wich one??? Two: "Strange
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T

Fruit". Three: "All The Tinme In The Wrld", Satchno.

Four: Sarah Vaughan, "Lullaby of Birdland". Five:

Thel oni us? Basic? Six: Bessie Smth. Seven: Arnstrong

again, "Mack the Knife". Eight: "Internationale".

Why Not ? Books: Shakespeare, don't

want the Bl oody Bible! Capital? Com Manifesto? Luxury: Tel escope? M croscope?

Debor ah knelt besi de Saul

"This was ny dad's notebook,' he expl ained. 'Look
it'"s really sweet...'

"How cone it's here?' she asked.

"I don't know,' he said after a pause. He kept
turning the pages as he spoke, past nore cuttings,
nostly political, but here and there sinply sonething
whi ch had caught his father's eye

He saw snal |l tal es about Egyptian tonb-robbers,
giant trees in New Zeal and, the growmh of the
I nternet.

Saul began to pull back clunps of pages now, going
back years at a time. There was nore witing in the
earlier years.

7/ 7/ 88: Trade Unions. Mist read old argunments! Had

a long argunent with David at work about Union

today. He going on and on about ineffectual and etc.
etc. and | rather letting nyself down, just seened to
sit there saying Yes but solidarity vital! He wasn't
having any of it. Must reread Engels on Trade Uni ons.
Have vague nenories of being rather inpressed but
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could be fooling nyself. Saul still very sulky. Don't
know what's going on there at all. Renmenber seeing
book about Teenagers and Probl ems, though can't
remenber where. Miust track it down.

Saul felt awash with the same hopel ess | ove he had
felt when he had shown Fabi an the book his father
had bought him He was going about it all wong, the
old man, but all he wanted to do was under st and.
Maybe there was no right way to do it. / was w ong
too., he thought.

Back, back, he noved through the years. Deborah
cuddl ed into himfor warnth.

He read about the time his father had had an argunent
with one of his history teachers over the best
way to present Cromnel | .

No, fair enough, maybe can't be tal king about Bourgeoisie
to group of ten-year-olds but shouldn't be

gl ossing over him Terrible man, yes (lreland, and etc.
etc.) but nust nake clear nature of Revol ution

He read a reference to one of his father's girlfriends
- '"M' He could not remenber her at all. He knew his
father had kept such affairs out of the house. He did
not think his father had had any ronantic invol venent
at all in the last six or seven years of his life.

He read about his own fifth birthday party. He
renenbered it: he had been given two | ndian head232
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dresses, and in retrospect a thrill of worry had passed
around the adults, concerned at his reaction, but he
had been el ated. To have not one but two of the
beautiful feathered things ... He renenbered the joy.
Saul was seeking the first reference to hinself,

maybe a nmention of his dead nother, who had been
carefully excised fromhis father's rum nations. A date
caught his eye: 8/2/72, the only entry fromthe year of
his birth, the birth itself apparently not recorded.
There was no cutting attached to the entry. Saul's
brow furrowed as he read the first few words.

We are a few weeks on now fromthe attack, which

don't really want to talk about. E. is very strong,
Thank God. Many fears, of course, alleys and etc. etc.
but overall she is getting better daily. Kept asking her
was she sure, | thought we should go to the Police.
Don't you want him caught? | asked her and she said

No | just don't want to see himagain. Can't help
thinking this is a mstake but it nust be her decision
of course. Amtrying to be what she needs but God

Knows it is hard. Wrst at night, of course. Don't

know whet her better to confort/cuddle or not touch

and she doesn't seemto know either. Definitely the
worst times, tears etc. Am beating about the bush

Fact is, E. had test and is pregnant. Can't be sure of course but have | ooked at timng carefully
and | ooks

very likely that it is his. Di scussed abortion but E
can't face it. So after long hard tal ks have decided to
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go ahead. No record, so no one need know. Hope
everything turns out alright. I'Il admt, I'mafraid for
child. Haven't yet worked out my own reaction. Mist

be strong for E.'s sake.

Saul 's chest had gone quite holl ow.

Sonewher e Deborah was saying sonething to him
Ch, he felt stupid.

He saw what he had | ost.

Stupid, stupid boy, he thought, and at the sane tine
he was thinking: You needn 't have worried, Dad. You
were strong as fuck

Tears canme cold to his eyes and he heard Deborah
agai n.

Look at what you lost, he thought. She died! he

t hought suddenly. She died, and still he did right by
me. How could he? | killed her, | killed his w fe!l Every
tinme he | ooked at nme, wasn't he | ooking at the rape?
Wasn't he looking at the thing that killed his wfe?

Stupi d boy, he thought. Uncle Rat? Wen were you
going to think that one through? he thought.

But nore than anything he could not stop wondering

at the man who had raised him had tried to
understand him and had gi ven hi m books to help him
understand the world. Because when he had | ooked at
Saul , sonehow he did not see nurder, or his lost wife,
or the brutality in the alley (and Saul knew just how
that attacker had appeared, as if from nowhere, out of
the bricks, as he hinself noved). Sonehow, when he
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| ooked at Saul he | ooked at his son, and even when the
air between them had poi soned and Saul had exercised

all his studied teenage insouciance not to care, the fat nman had stil

son, and had

tried to understand what was w ong between them

He had had no truck with the awful, bloody vulgarity
of genes. He had built fatherhood with his actions.

Saul did not sob, but his cheeks were wet. Wasn't it

odd and sad, he thought a little hysterically, that it was
only on learning that his father was not his father, that
he realized how completely his father he had been?

There's a dialectic for you, Dad, he thought, and
grinned fleetingly.

It was only in losing himthat he regai ned him
finally, after so many dry years.

He renenbered being carried on those broad

shoul ders to see his nother's stone. He had killed her
he had killed his father's wife, and his father had set
hi m down gently and given himflowers to put on her
grave. He wept for his father, who had been given his
wife's murderer, the child of her rapist, and who had
decided to love himdearly, and had set out to do it,
and had succeeded.

And sonewhere he kept telling hinself how stupid a

boy he was. A new thought was occurring to him // King Rat
t hought

trailed off |like a sequence of dots ..
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If he lied about this, the thought said, what eke did
he |ie about?

Who kil led Dad?

He renenbered sonething King Rat had said, a
long tinme ago, at the end of Saul's first life. Tmthe
intruder,' he had said. 'l killed the usurper.'

In the succession of words the sense had been

drowned, had been anot her surreal boast, a crow ng,
bul i sh aggrandi zement w thout meani ng. But Saul

could see differently now A cold stone of fury settled
in his gut and he realized how nuch he hated King

Rat .

H s father, King Rat.
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CHAPTER NI NETEEN

The door to the flat opened.

Saul and Deborah had been huddl ed together on

the floor, she nmurnuring nervous words of support.
They | ooked up at the sanme nonment, at the gentle
creak of hinges.

Saul scranbled silently to his feet. He was stil
clutching the book. Deborah rocked herself, tried to
rise. A face peered around the rimof the door

Deborah clung to Saul and gave a tiny whinmper of

fear. Saul was primed |like an expl osive, but as his eyes
made |ight of the darkness his tension ebbed a little,
and he stood confused.

The face in the doorway was beam ng delightedly,
Il ong blond hair falling in untidy clunps around a
mout h stretched wide in childish joy. The man
stepped forward into the room He |ooked |ike a

buf f oon.

The thought | heard soneone, | thought so!' he
excl ai med. Saul straightened a little nore, his brow
furrowed. 'I've been waiting here night after night,
237
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saying no, go honme, it's ridiculous, he won't cone here, of all places,

gl anced
at the book in Saul's hand. 'You found mny reading
material, then. | wanted to know all about you. |

t hought that might tell me a bit."'

He looked a little closer at Saul's red eyes and his
own face wi dened.

"You didn't know, did you?' H's smle of pleasure

was broader than ever. 'Well. That does explain a few

things. | thought you were rather quick to join your

so-called father's murderer.' Saul's eyes flickered. O 1 course,
course. The

man was eyeing him 'I thought bl ood nust have been

thi cker than water but, of course, why on Earth

shoul d he have told you?' He rocked back on his

heel s, stuck his hands in his pockets.

"I'"ve needed to talk to you for a long tine. The
runours have been flying about you, you know

You' ve been fanous for years! So nmany places, so

many | eads, so many possibilities ... |I've been al
over, chasing inpossible crime ... You know, any

time | heard about some weird break-in, sone nurder
sonmething that doesn't fit the bill, sonething people
couldn't have done, I'd run to investigate. The police
can be very helpful with information.' He grinned. 'So
many dead ends! And then | cane here ...' The nman
grinned again. 'l could just snmell him and | knew I'd
found you, Saul .’

"Who are you?' Saul finally breathed.
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The man smled pleasantly at himbut did not
answer. He seened to see Deborah for the first tine.

"Hi! My God, what a night you nust be having!’
He strolled forward as he | aughed. Deborah cl ung

still to Saul. She gazed at the man with guarded eyes.
" Anyway,' he continued easily, reaching out his hand
towards her, 'I'mafraid |'mnot interested in you.'

He snatched her wist and wenched her out of

Saul's grasp. Too late, Saul realized that the urbane

man had taken her, his head noved slowy down to

| ook where she had been even as his nmind screamed at himto | ook up, to nove.

He dragged his head up through the thick air.

He saw the nman close his left hand in Deborah's
hair, Saul reached out in horror, determ ned to intervene,
but the man who was still sniling broadly

gl anced down at her briefly and sent his other fist
slanmi ng into the underside of her chin just as she
opened her nmouth to scream and the inpact split the
skin and bone of her jaw and snapped her nouth
closed so fast that blood spurted out from between
her |ips where she bit deep into her tongue. The
scream di ed before it appeared, nutating into a wet
exhal ati on. Even as Saul's slow, slow feet took him
towards her the man sw velled on his toes and pulled
her body around from the nape of the neck where he
hel d her, built up nonentum spun fast and buried
her face in the side of the door-frane.

He rel eased her and turned back to Saul
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Saul shrieked in anguish and disbelief, stared past-|
the man at Deborah's carcass, which slid down the
door-frame and tunbl ed back into the room It was

twi tching as nerve endings died. Her flattened and
distorted face stared blindly up at Saul as she danced
in a posthumous fit, her heels pattering on the floor <
i ke a nonsoon, blood and air bubbling out of her j

expl oded nout h.

Saul bellowed and flung hinself at the man with all 1
his rat-strength.

"/'1/ eat your fucking heart!' he screaned.

The tall nan sidestepped the flurry of blows easily,’
still grinning broadly. He pulled his fist back leisurely
and sent it into Saul's face.

Saul saw the bl ow comi ng and noved away fromit,

but he was not fast enough and it snapped into the

side of his skull, sending himreeling. He spun round,

hit the floor hard. A shrill sound hurt his head. He
turned to | ook at the man, who stood with his lips

pursed, whistling a jaunty, repetitive air. He glared at 1
Saul and his eyes flickered dangerously. Wthout

pause, the tune he was whistling changed, becane |ess
organi zed, nore insidious. Saul ignored him tried to
crawl away. The whistling stopped short.

"So it's true,' the Piper hissed, and his urbane voice J
had met anor phosed i nto sonmething unstable. He 1

| ooked as if he was about to be sick, and he | ooked
enraged. 'Danmit, neither nman nor rat, can't shift
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you. How dare you how dare you ..." His eyes were wild and sick-I ooking.

"l can't believe how stupid you are coni ng here,
rat-boy,' said the Piper as he approached him He
shook with effort and his voice righted itself. 'Now
I"mgoing to kill you and string your body up in the
sewers for your father to find, and then I'mgoing to
play for himand nake hi m dance and dance, and
eventual ly when he's really tired 1'mgoing to kil
him'

Saul pulled hinmself up, stunbled out of his way,

sent a lunbering kick at the Piper's balls. The Piper
grabbed his foot, pulled up very fast, sending him

t hunmpi ng onto his back and pushing the w nd out

of him Al the while he kept tal king, aniable and
ani mat ed.

"I"'mthe Lord of the Dance, |I'mthe Voice, and

when | say junp, people junp. Except you. And

have you here about to die. You're a fucking abortion. If you don't dance to ny tune, you don't
belong in

this world. Twenty-five years in the planning, and

here's the rat's secret weapon, the supergun, the half

and- hal f.' He shook his head and winkl ed his nose

synpat hetically. He kneel ed next to Saul who

struggled for breath, tried to hold his head up

I'"mgoing to kill you now.'

A hi gh-pitched screech nade them both | ook up
Sonet hi ng burst the plastic sheet shrouding the
wi ndow wi t h an i nprobabl e pop, shot through the
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tattered wi ndow of the flat, a figure, careering through
the air towards the Piper, shoving into his body with

an inpact that took himflying away from Saul 's

supi ne body. Saul struggled up, saw an i nmacul ately
suited man trying to strangle the Piper, who convul sed,
sendi ng his adversary flying back across the

room

It was Loplop, with terror in his eyes, screaning at
Saul to conme on, grabbing himand running for the

wi ndow, until a short clear sound stopped himcold.

Saul turned and saw the Piper's puckered |ips as he
rose, whistling. Aliquid tune, repetitive and sinple.
Lopl op was stiff. Saul saw a | ook of wonder cross his
face as he turned to face the Piper, his eyes alive and
ecstatic.

Saul backed away, felt the wall behind him He

coul d see Deborah's corpse behind Loplop, see the

stain of blood oozing liberally onto the floor. To his
|l eft was the Piper, nmoving forward now, still whistling.
Bef ore hi mwas Lopl op, stepping towards him

his eyes not seeing, his arns outstretched, his feet
nmoving in rhythmto the Piper's bird song.

Saul tried to get past Loplop, could not, felt his
throat underneath those fingers. The Bird Superior

fell on himand began to squeeze the air out of him al
the while holding his own entranced face up to catch
the music. He was not heavy but his body was as stiff
as netal. Saul beat at him tw sted, tugged at his
fingers. Loplop was inpervious, unaware. As bl ack242
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ness began to creep in at the edges of his vision, Sau
saw the Piper in the corner of the room rubbing his
throat, and the rage pushed bl ood back into Saul's

face, even past Loplop's cruel talons, and he spread his
arnms wi de, cupped his hands exactly as his father had
warned himnot to in the sw nmng pool, even if

you're just playing, Saul, and he slammed his hands
down, clapping with all his strength, around Loplop's
ears.

Lopl op shrieked and snapped up, arcing his back

his hands quivering. Saul's rat-strength had driven air
deep into those aural cavities, shattering the delicate
menbr anes and sendi ng bubbles rushing in like acid
through the ruptured flesh. Loplop shook in agony.

Saul rolled out fromunder him The Piper was

upon himagain, and he wielded the flute Iike a club
Saul could only roll alittle out of his way and feel it
crush his shoul der rather than his face. He dodged
again and this tine his chest was struck, and the pain
took his breath away.

Behi nd hi m Lopl op stunbl ed away fromthe wall,
funbled blindly, as if his other senses had gone with
hi s heari ng.

The Piper gripped the flute in both hands, straddled

Saul and pinned his arms to the floor with his knees,
raised the flute like a cerenoni al dagger, ready to drive
the stubby object into Saul's chest. Saul screaned in
terror.

Loplop still shrieked, and his voice mxed with
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Saul 's. The di ssonance nade the air shake and some- *
thing in the vibrations nade Loplop turn and kick

the flute fromthe Piper's clenched hands. The Pi per
bel | owed in rage and reached for it. Loplop pulled
Saul fromunder the tall man's legs, and hauled himto

the window Still Loplop shrieked, and the sound did
not stop as he leapt onto the sill of the ruined wi ndow.
He was still shrieking as he grabbed Saul with his right

hand and stepped out into darkness.

Saul could not hear his own despairing yell through
Loplop's i ncessant keening. He closed his eyes and felt
air swirl around him waited for the ground, which

did not come. He opened his eyes a little and saw a
confusion of lights, noving very fast. He was falling
still... the only sound was Loplop's wail.

He opened his eyes fully and he saw that the constriction
around his chest was not terror but Loplop's

| egs, and that the ground was shooting not towards
himbut parallel to him and that he was not falling but

flying.

H s head faced backwards, so he could not see Loplop as they flew. The Bird Superior's |egs,
el egant

in Savile Row tailory, wapped around hi m bel ow

his arnpits. Terragon Mansions receded behind them

Saul saw a thin figure standing in the punctured plastic

shadow of his father's flat, sonmehow heard a faint

whi stling over Loplop's cries.
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In Wllesden's dirty darkness the trees were

obscure, a tangle of fractal silhouettes from which

t here now burst pigeons and sparrows and starlings,
startled out of their sleep by the conpul sion of the
Piper's spell. They swirled Iike rubbish for a nonent,
and then their novements becane as precise and

sudden as a mathematical sinul ation

They converged on the Piper, inploding from al
sectors of the sky towards his hunched shoul ders,
and then en masse they rose again, suddenly clunsy,
trying to fly in concert, dragging the Piper's body
through the air with them

"The fucker's followi ng us!' Saul screeched in

fright. He realized as he spoke that Loplop could not

hear him that all that stopped Loplop fromjoining his subjects in transporting the Piper was the
fact that

Saul had deafened him

Saul rocked alarnmingly in Loplop's tight enbrace.

The streets lurched bel ow them They oscillated
uncertainly between the skies and the freezing earth.
Loplop's wails were now turning to noans; he

crooned to confort hinself. Behind thema withing

clot of birds dragged the Piper through the air after
them As birds fell away, exhausted or crushed, others
rushed to their place, dug their claws into the Piper's
clothes and flesh, pulling agai nst each other, bearing
himon in a butterfly's drunken rush.

The Pi per was gai ning on them
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The noon glinted briefly on water and rail way
tracks far below. Loplop began to spiral out of the sky.

Saul shook the legs that held him shouted at himto

continue, but Loplop was close to fainting, and the

screamng in his head was all he could hear. Saul

caught glinpses of a vast roadway and an undul ati ng

red plain belowthem but they were snatched from

his field of vision as Loplop's body spun. The Piper was closing in, shedding his entourage like a
ragged

man sheddi ng cl ot hes.

They fell. Saul caught glinpses of a network of
railtracks spreading out like a fan, and then that red
field again, the tight-packed roofs of a hundred red
buses. They were spiralling towards Westbourne Park
station, where bus routes and railways converged on a
hill, under the yawni ng gl oom of the Wstway.

They swept into that shade and crashed to the

ground. Saul was thrown from Loplop's grasp. He
rolled over and over, cane to a stop, covered in dust
and dirt. Loplop lay sone feet away, hunched up in a
strange position, his arnms wapped around his head,
his arse thrust into the air, his knees on the ground.

They were beside the dark entrance to the bus terninus.
Alittle way off was the yard, full of the buses

Saul had seen fromthe air. In the cavernous buil ding
before hi mwere hundreds nore. They were packed

tight, an intricate puzzle set up and solved day after
day; there was a strict order in which they could | eave
the garage. Each was surrounded by its fellows, no
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nmore than two feet away on any side, a naze of the
ridi cul ous-1ooki ng vehicl es.

Loplop's suit was ruddy and rui ned.

Movi ng unsteadily through the sky cane the Piper

Saul stunbl ed across the threshold into the vaulted
chanmber, draggi ng Loplop behind him He ducked

out of sight behind the nearest bus, which constituted
one of the red labyrinth's external walls. He shook
Loplop's leg, pulled himtowards him Loplop flopped
alittle and lay still. He breathed heavily. Saul | ooked
around frantically. He could hear the storm of w ngs which heralded the Piper's arrival, and above
it the

thin whistle of the Lord of the Dance hinself. There

was a gust of air as the Piper was swept down into the
cold hall, spewing feathers in his wake

The whistling stopped. Instantly the birds di spersed
in panic, and Saul heard a thud as the Piper

| anded on the roof of a nearby vehicle. For a mnute,
there was no sound apart fromthe escaping birds,
then footsteps approached across the buses' roofs.

Saul let go of Loplop's legs and flattened hinsel f

agai nst the bus beside him He craw ed sidew se, striving
for quietness. He felt feral instincts awaken in

him He was dead silent.

The bus was an ol d Routemaster, with an open
platformat the back. Saul nade his way silently into
this opening, as the footsteps above himgrew nearer.
They noved slowy, up and down over the roofs,
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punctuated by little | eaps as the Piper crossed the
ravi ne between two vehi cl es.

Saul backed slowy up the stairs wthout a sound as

the footsteps approached. Then again there was a

junp, and the | anding made hi m shudder with the

vi bration as the Piper |eapt onto Saul's bus and strode
across its roof.

The bus was in darkness. Saul noved backwards
continually, his hands reaching out to touch the rows
of seats on either side. He grasped the steel poles as if
the bus was noving, steadying hinself. H's nouth

hung open stupidly. He gazed at the ceiling, his eyes
following the steps above. They crossed in a |ong

di agonal , towards where he and Lopl op had | anded.

Then they reached the edge and Saul's heart | urched
into his nmouth as the Piper's body flew past a w ndow
on his left. He froze, but nothing happened. The Pi per
had not seen him Saul crouched silently, crept
forward, came up from underneath the w ndow

frame, pushed just enough of his head into the open to
see, his hands franming his face, his eyes big, like a
Chad graffitied on a wall

Bel ow him the Piper was | eaning over Loplop. He

was touching himw th one hand, his stance like a
concerned bystander who finds someone sitting in the
street and crying. The Piper's clothes were shredded
fromall the tiny bird claws, and they ran red.

Saul waited. But the Piper did not attack Lopl op,
just left himin his msery and bl oody silence. He
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stood and slowy turned. Saul ducked down and held
hinself quite still. H's mind suddenly began to repl ay
the grotesque two-step he had seen the Piper perform
with Deborah and he felt weak and enraged, and di sgusted
with hinself, and scared. He breathed fast and

urgent, with his face down on his knees, hunched on

the top floor of the bus, in the dark.

And then he heard a whistling, and it canme from

t he passenger entrance below. He felt the enornous
wel ling of energy in his arns and | egs that fear gave
hi m

The Piper's voice called up to him as ami able and
rel axed as ever.

"Don't forget | can snell you, little ratling.' Feet
began to nmount the stairs and Saul scuttled backwards
towards the front of the bus. 'Wat, do you think you
can live and sleep and eat in a sewer and | wouldn't
snel |l you? Honestly, Saul...'

A dark figure appeared at the top of the stairs.

Saul rose to his feet.

"I"'mthe Lord of the Dance, Saul. You still don't get
it, do you? You really think you' re going to get away
fromnme? You' re dead, Saul, because you just will not
dance to ny tune.'

There was fury in his voice as he said that. The
Pi per stepped forward, and the weak |ight of the
garage hit him It was enough for Saul's rat eyes.

The Piper's face was a ghastly white, ruthlessly
stripped of colour. H's hair had been tugged fromits
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neat ponytail by a thousand frantic little claws, and it
swept around his face and under his chin and around J
his throat as if it would strangle him Hi s clothes
were pulled and stripped and tugged and unravel | ed

and stretched in all directions, a collectivity of

tiny injuries, and everywhere bl ood spattered him
streaked his mlky face. His expression belied his
ruined skin. He stared at Saul with the sane rel axed, '*
am abl e gaze he had first |levelled, the same banal |
cheerful ness with which he had greeted Saul, dispatched
Debor ah, the cal mwhich had only di sappeared

for one nmoment when he coul d not nmake Saul dance.

"Saul ,' he said, in greeting, and held out his hands.
He wal ked forward.

Tm not a sadist, Saul,' he said, snmling. He held out
his hand as he wal ked, and when it touched one of

the steel poles that rose between seat and ceiling, he
gripped it, then grasped it with his other hand. He
began to twist it, his body straining and shaking violently
with the effort, and the steel slowy bent and

tried to stretch, snapped loudly. He did not take his
eyes from Saul, nor did his expression change, even as
he strained. He yanked at the broken end and the pole
broke again, canme away in his hand, a tw sted cudge

of shining netal.

"I"'mnot eager to hurt you,' he continued, resum ng
his pace. 'But you are going to die, because you won't
dance when | tell you to. So you're going to die now '
The sl ender club swng down with a flash like an
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electric arc, and Saul hissed as he saw it nove, jerked
under the shining thing with a rodent's nervous grace.
The club tore great gouts of stuffing into the air as it
eviscerated a seat with its ragged tip.

The Piper's strength was awesone and unst oppabl e,
dwarfing the tight rat nmuscles that reclai ned

food had awoken in Saul, his new power that he was

so proud of. He rolled away fromthe club and

scuttl ed backwards to the front end of the bus. He

t hought of Deborah and rage choked him Hi s rat

side and his hunanity oscillated violently, buffeted by
the great stormof his anger. He wanted to bite out the
Pi per's throat and then he wanted to beat him to smash his head, pumel himnethodically with his
fists and then he wanted to claw at his stomach, he
wanted to gut himwth his sharp claws. And he could

do none of these things, because he was not strong
enough, and the Piper would kill him

The Pi per straightened a little, paused and grinned

at Saul . 'Enough,' he said and | unged straight forward,

his weapon held |ike a spear. Saul screeched in fear and

rage and frustration as his bestial reflexes carried himto the side of the brutal thrust.

There was no way past the Piper, that was clear as

he junped, and he pulled his |legs up tight under him
and brought them down on the seat beside him and

he drove them up again |ike pistons, kicking hard

away fromthe seat, out to the side, punching at the

gl ass next to him stretching his body out Iike a diver
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feeling the window fall around himin a nillion pieces,
taking bits of his skin with it as it fell.

He flew through the air between the bus and its

nei ghbour, another of the same route, that had preceded

it into the maze. Saul's body passed fifteen feet

above the ground, and then another wall of glass disintegrated
under his ferocious rat fists and his arns

and shoul ders di sappeared into the next bus before his

feet had even left the last one, and the expl osive coll apse

of the first window, still loud in his ears, segued

into the next, and he was through, rolling off the seat,

gl ass shards showering himlike confetti.

He could still hear a spattering sound from outside,
as little nuggets of glass hit the ground. He stood,
shaking, ignored his ripped skin and deep bruises. He
ran for the stairs at the back of the bus. From behind
him he heard a strange sound, a roar of irritation
exasperation raised to the point of rage. There was a
further loud crashing, and in the curved nmrror at the
top of the stairs he saw anot her wi ndow shatter, saw
the Piper burst the glass feet-first and land sitting on a
seat, his head craned to watch Saul. He swung up

i medi ately, no nore talk, and raced after Saul

Saul careened down the stairs and out of the rear of
the bus, running through the dark alleys between the
sides of the great red vehicles, losing hinmself in

the maze. He stopped, crouching, and held his breath.

From a way away he heard feet running, and a voice
shouting, 'Wat the fuck is going on?" GCh Christ,
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thought Saul. The fucking guard. Saul's heart was
beating |ike a Jungle bassline.

He coul d hear the guard's |eaden steps sonewhere

close by, and he could clearly hear the man's wheezi ng
and panting. Saul stood quite still, tried to listen
beyond the sounds of the guard, to hear any novenent

t he Piper m ght mnake.

There was not hi ng.

An overwei ght, niddle-aged man in a grey uniform
energed suddenly into the gap between buses in

whi ch Saul stood. The two nmen stood still for a
nmonent, gazing stupidly at each other. They noved

si mul taneously. The guard approached with a truncheon
rai sed, opened his nouth to shout, but Saul was

on him underneath the sluggish truncheon, pushing it
out of his opponent's hand. He pinned the man's arm
behind him held his nouth closed and hissed in his
ear.

"There is a very bad man in here. He will kill you
Leave right now. '

The guard's eyes were blinking violently.
"Do you understand?' hissed Saul

The guard nodded vehenmently. He was | ooking
around frantically for his truncheon, deeply scared by
the ease with which he had been di sarned.

Saul released himand the man bolted. But as he
reached the end of the little bus-street, the sound of
the flute pierced the air around them and he froze.
Instantly Saul ran to him slapped his face hard twi ce,
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pushed him but the man's eyes were now ecstati c,
fixed with a quizzical, overjoyed | ook over Saul's,
shoul der.

He noved suddenly, pushing Saul aside with a
strength he shoul d not possess, and skipped |ike an
excited child deep into the red nmaze.

"Ch fuck, nol' breathed Saul, and overtook him;

shoved hi m back, but the man kept noving, sinmply

pushi ng past Saul without once |ooking at him The

flute was closer now, and Saul grabbed himin a bear

hug, held him tried to block his ears, but the man,

i mpossi bly strong, el bowed himin the groin and

punched hi mexpertly in the solar plexus, knocking

the wind out of Saul and doubling himover in a crippling
reflex prison. He could only stare desperately,

willing hinmself to breathe, as the man di sappeared.

Saul pulled hinmself up and hobbled after him

In the heart of the bus maze was an enpty space. It
was a strange little roomof red metal and gl ass, a
monk's hol e barely six feet square. Saul found his way
towards the centre, rounded a corner and was there, at
the outskirts of the square.

Before himstood the Piper, flute to his lips, staring
at Saul over the shoul der of the guard, who pranced
ridiculously to the shrillness of the flute.

Saul grabbed the man's shoul ders from behi nd, and
haul ed himaway fromthe Piper. But the guard spun
around and Saul saw that a shard of glass was enbedded
deep in one of his eyes and thick bl ood had
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well ed all over his face. Saul shrieked and the Piper's

pl ayi ng stopped dead. The guard's expression took on a puzzled cast; he shook his head, raised his
hand

experinmentally towards his face. Before he could

touch his eye, silver flashed behind himand he

dropped like a stone. A pool as dark and thick as tar

began to spread very quickly fromhis broken head.

Saul was quite still.
The Pi per stood before him w ping his flute clean

"l had to let you know, Saul, what | can do.' He

spoke quietly and did not |ook up, like a teacher who

is very disappointed but is trying not to shout. 'You

see, | feel that you don't really believe what | can do. |

feel that you think because you won't listen to nme, no

one else will. |I wanted to show you quite how hard they listen, see? | wanted you to know. Before
you

die.'

Saul |eapt straight up

Even the Piper stared, nonentarily stupid with

amazenent, as Saul grabbed one of the surrounding buses' big wing-nirrors, pivoted in his flight,
and

swung his feet through the top front wi ndow. Then

the Piper was there behind him his flute thrust

aggressively into his belt. No attenpt to hide this

time, Saul just hurled hinmself through w ndows again,

| eapi ng the gap to the next bus, bursting into its top

deck. He picked hinmself up and | eapt again, refusing
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to hear his screamng |inbs and skin. Again and agai

al ways foll owed, always hearing the Piper behir

him the two of them pushing through |ayer after |ayer*

of glass, littering the ground below, a fantastically fasti
and vi ol ent passage through the air, Saul desperate

reach the edge of the maze, eager to take this into opee;
ground.

And then there it was. As he girded hinself to | eap”
t hrough anot her wi ndow, he realized that what he?
could see through it was not just a bus two feet,*
beyond, that he was | ooking out at a window in the?
garage wall itself, and through that at a house, a long \ way off. He smashed free of the last bus
and | eapt

onto the w ndow | edge, hal fway up the bricks.

Bet ween hi m and that house a gash was cut through
London soil, a wide chasmfilled with railway |ines.
And between Saul and those railway |ines was nothing
but a high fence of steel slats and a | ong drop

Saul could hear the Piper still followi ng him great

heavy crashes and vibrations rocking the massed ranks

of buses. Saul kicked out the final w ndow. He braced

hi nsel f, junped out and clutched at the dull neta

barrier below. He |landed across it, his weight shaking

it violently. He clung to it tight, let his bal ance adjust.
Scuttled a little forward, | ooked back at the ripped

out wi ndow. The Pi per appeared, |ooked out. He had

stopped grinning. Saul fled down the sheer netal, his
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descent sonething between an exercise in rat agility, a
controlled slide, and a fall.

He | ooked up nmonentarily and saw t he Pi per
trying to follow. But it was too far for him he could
not grasp that fence, he could not crawl like a rat can

craw .

"Fuck it!" he screanmed, and snatched his flute to his
lips. And as he played, all the birds began to return
They fl ocked once again to his shoul ders.

The railway lines curved out of sight in both directions.
Above him Saul coul d see buil di ngs which

seermed to jut out over the valley, seenmed to | oom

over him He ran, following the tracks to the east. He
snatched a glinpse behind him and saw the birds
settling on the dark figure who stood in the w ndow
franme. Saul |urched hopel essly on, and nearly sobbed
with delight when he heard a tight netallic snap, a
restrained rattling, and he knew that a train was
approachi ng. He | ooked behind himand saw its |ights.

He noved sideways a little, making room running

al ongside the tracks. Cone on! he willed it, as the two
lights he could not help but think of as eyes slowy
drew nearer. Above them he saw the scarecrow figure

of the Pi per approaching him

But now the train was nearby and Saul was smiling

as he ran, as his sores and his ripped skin pulled

agai nst each other. Even as the Piper swung cl ose
enough for Saul to see his face, the tube train hurtled
past Saul and he accelerated as it slowed for a bend,
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and as it passed himhe threw hinmself at the back

the final carriage, grappling with it like a judo westle
jostling for position, thrusting his fingers deep int
crevi ces and under extrusions of netal.

He pulled hinself to the top and spread his ar

wi de, clinging tight to the edges of the roof as
train began to increase its speed. Saul swivelled on ]
stomach until he faced backwards, stretched his nec”
and | ooked up into the Piper's enraged face, bobbir

up and down in the air, contorted even as he continue
to play, borne aloft by a canopy of dying birds in 1
slit through the city, this roofless tunnel - but ther
was not hing the Piper could do to catch Saul now.

And as the train pulled away even faster, Saul saw
hi m becone a flying ragdoll, and then a speck, and|
then he couldn't see himany nore, and he | ooked» instead at the buildings around him

He saw |light and notion inside them and he;

realized that people were alive that night, naking tea

and witing reports and having sex and readi ng books and watching TV and fighting and expiring
quietly in;

bed, and that the city had not cared that he had been

about to die, that he had di scovered the secret of his

ancestry, that a nurderous force arned with a flute

was preparing to kill the King of the Rats.

The buil di ngs above hi m were beautiful and

i npassive. Saul realized that he was very tired and
bl eedi ng and in shock, and that he had seen two
people die that night, killed by a power that didn't
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care if they lived or died. And he felt a disturbance in
the air behind him and he put his head down and | et

his breath out in a great sob as the approachi ng tunnel
swept up rubbish and sucked it in behind the train, as
a sudden warmwind hit himlike a boxer's glove, and

all the diffuse city Iight went out and he di sappeared
into the earth.

259

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/China%20Mieville%20-%20King%20Rat.txt (264 of 422) [10/15/2004 2:24:58 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/China%20M i evill€9620-%20K ing%20Rat. txt

PART FI VE

SPIRITS

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/China%20Mieville%20-%20King%20Rat.txt (265 of 422) [10/15/2004 2:24:58 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/China%20M i evill€9620-%20K ing%20Rat. txt

CHAPTERTVENTY

Fabi an shook his head, scrunched up his dreadl ocks

into vicious little bunches. H's head ached terribly. He
lay on his bed and pulled faces at the mrror just
visible on his desk

Lyi ng sone way off was his 'work in progress', as

his tutor insisted on calling it. The left two-thirds of

the huge canvas were a garish panoply of netallic
spray-paints and bright, flat acrylic; the right third

was covered in ghost letters, faint pencil |ines and
charcoal. He had | ost notivation for the project,

though he still felt a certain pride in it as he stared at it
agai n.

It was an illuninated nmanuscript for the 1990s, the
letters a careful synthesis of mediaeval calligraphy and
graffiti lettering. The whole screen, six feet by eight,
consisted of just three lines: Sonetines | want to |ose
mysel f in faith/and Jungle is the only thing | can turn
to,/because in Druman' Bass | know ny place..

He had thought of a phrase which started with an
'S because it was such a pleasing letter to illum nate.
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It was very large, contained in a box, and surrounded
by ganja | eaves and sound-system speakers and

nmodern serfs, rudebwoys and gyals, an intricate
parody, the expressionless zonbies of nonastic art
executed by Keith Haring or one of the New York
Subway Artists. The rest of the witing was nostly
dark, but not matt-black, shot through with neon
strips and encased in gaudy integunents. In the corner
below the witing lurked the police, like devils: The
Man. But these days the sloganeering had to be ironic.
Fabi an knew the rules and couldn't be bothered to

di sobey them so the devils comng up fromthe pit
were ridicul ous, the worst nightmares of St Anthony
and Sweet Sweet back conbi ned.

And up in the top right, though not yet drawn,

woul d be the dancers, the worshi ppers who've found
their way out of the slough of urban despond, a drab
maze of greys in the centre of the piece, to Drum and
Bass heaven. The dancing was fierce, but he had been
careful to nake these faces nore than ever |ike those
in the old pictures he was ni m cking: placid, stupid,
expressi onl ess. Because individualism he renmenbered
expl aining earnestly to his lecturer, had no nore place
in a Jungle club than in a thirteenth-century church
That was why he loved it and why it frustrated him
and sonetinmes frightened him That was why the

anbi guous text as well.

He was al ways on at Natasha to cut a really political track, and she denurred,
i nterested,
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which irritated him So until someone would do it,

he woul d keep on with his |oving chiding. Hence

the M ddl e Ages, he had expl ai ned. The necessary

di spl ays of opulence and style at the clubs were as
grandi ose and vapid as any display of courtly etiquette,
and the awe in which DIs were held was

positively feudal

At first, his tutor had humed and hawed, and

sounded unconvinced at the project, until Fabian had
hinted that he did not appreciate the inportance of

Jungl e in nodern pop culture, and that had given it

the seal of approval. Al the lecturers at his art college
woul d rather have died than admt that there were any

gaps in their know edge of youth.

But he was unable to concentrate on 'Jungle Liturgy', even though he was quite proud of it.

He was unabl e to concentrate on anythi ng except

his di sappearing friends. First Saul, in a blur of
shocki ng viol ence and nystery, then Kay in circunstances
far |l ess dramatic but no | ess nysterious.

Fabi an could still not bring hinself really to worry
about Kay, although it had been at |east a couple of
weeks now since he had seen him maybe nore. He

was concerned, but Kay was so vague, so ainless and

geni al, that any notion that he was in trouble was

i npossible to take seriously. It was, nonetheless, frustrating
and perpl exing. No one seened to know where

he had gone, including his flatnmates, who were beginning
to get agitated about his share of the rent.
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And now it seened as if he m ght be | osings

Nat asha. Fabi an scowl ed at the thought and turned 1

over on his bed, sulking. He was angry with Natasha. j She was obsessive about her nusic at the
best of tines,

but when she was on a roll it was compounded. She

was excited about the nusic she was naking wth"!

Pete, a man Fabi an considered too weird to be liked. 1

Nat asha was wor ki ng on tracks to take to Jungli st

Terror, the event comng up fast in the El ephant and

Castle. She had not called Fabian for several days.

It was Saul's departure, he thought, which had pre-
cipitated all this. Saul was hardly the | eader of a social 1
phal anx but, since his extraordi nary escape from

custody, something that held Fabian's friendships

t oget her had di ssi pated. Fabian was |onely.

He mi ssed Saul deeply, and he was angry with him

He was angry with all his friends. He was angry with
Nat asha for failing to realize that he needed her, for
not putting away her fucking sequencer and talking to
hi m about Saul. He was quite sure she nust be m ssing
Saul , but she was such a control freak she was unlikely
to discuss the matter. She would only allude to it
obliquely and suddenly, and then refuse to say nore
about it. She would listen to him though, patiently.
She al ways broke that social contract, the exchange

of insecurities and neuroses with one another. Wth
Nat asha the of fering was al ways one-way. She either
did not know, or did not care, how that di senpowered
hi m
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And Saul - Fabian was angry with Saul. He found

it amazing his friend had not contacted him He
under st ood t hat sonethi ng unbel i evabl e nmust be

going on in Saul's life, that it would take a ot to cut
Fabi an of f so conpletely, but it still hurt him And he
was desperate to know what was happeni ng! He was
sometimes afraid now that Saul was dead, that the
police had killed himand had concocted a bizarre

story to allay suspicion, or that he was caught up

i n somet hi ng huge - vague i mages of Triads flashed

t hrough Fabi an's nmind, and the London chapter of the
Mafia, and God- knew what - and that he had been
routinely elim nated.

Oten that seenmed the |ikeliest explanation, the

only thing that could explain the deaths of the police

and Saul's escape, but Fabian could not believe he

woul d have known not hi ng about his friend' s invol venent.

It seemed unbelievable. And then he was forced

to consider the possibility that Saul had killed those

men - and his father, which he did not believe, definitely
- but then ... what was happeni ng?

Fabi an stared around himat his room a tip of paint

and record covers and cl othes and CDs and posters

and cups and wrappers and dirt and paper and books

and pads and pens and canvas and bits of glass for

scul ptures and pl ates and postcards and peeling wall paper.
He was | onely and pissed off.
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The view was so famliar Natasha did not see it. It was

a tabula rasa to her, a white space on which she could

i mpose her tunes. She had gazed out at it for so nany

hours and days, especially since Saul disappeared and

Pet e appeared, that she had achi eved a Zen-like transcendence
of it. She transcribed its features into her

m nd as not hi ngness.

First the net curtains, a tawdry throwback to the

previ ous occupant that she had never bothered to get

rid of. They noved slightly, a constant whiteness with flickering edges. Through this veil the
trees, just at the

| evel where the boughs thrust outward fromthe body.

Stripped by winter, black branches clutching. So a film

of curtain, then the tw sted knots of wood, dark and

intricate, a randomlattice of twi gs and thick Iinbs.

Beyond that a street |anp .

After dark when it had rained, she would sit at her

wi ndow and poke her head out from under the net
curtains and stare at that |anp through the tree
outside. Its rays would pass through the thicket,
lighting up the inside of each branch, surrounding

the streetlight with thin circles of illum nated wood,
conposites of a thousand tiny wet sections reflecting
the light. As Natasha noved her head, the streetlight's
hal o noved with it behind the tree. The lanmp sat like a
fat spider in the centre of a wooden web.

Now it was day and the |l anp was nothing, just
anot her washed- out shape beyond the curtain, a shape
Nat asha was not seeing as she stared at it. Beyond it
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the houses on the other side of the street. The child's
bedroom the little study. The kitchen. The roofs, the
slate anaenic, its rough red invisible inside the room
Behind the roofs the jutting | andnmarks, the estates
that stretched up over West London, squat and huge

and awe-inspiring. Behind thema sky that was al

cloud, a shifting scuddi ng nass whose details tw sted
and turned and decayed | eaving the totality unchanged.

Nat asha knew every part of this diorama. Had anyt hing

been m ssing or different, she would have seen it

i medi ately. Instead she saw that it was as it should

be, and therefore she did not see it at all. In her carefu
item zation of its qualities, it becane invisible.

She felt as if she would float into the clouds,
soneti mes.

She did not feel tethered at all.

She t hought about Saul but she thought about

basslines as well, and she wondered where he was, and

she heard a stunning track suggest itself in her nind

She wondered where Pete was. She wanted to hear his

flute. It was time to put sone |ayers down on to Wnd City. She realized that she could not really
t hi nk

straight. She had not felt secure and engaged for sone

days now. But she was eager to |ay down sone nore

flute.

Pared down as it was, Natasha wanted to strip
the roomof all its extraneous objects, the bed, the
t el ephone, the cups she saw by her pillow She wanted
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to close the door and ignore the rest of her flat and
just stare at that wi ndow, at that view, through the
dilute mlk interference of the curtain. She wanted no
sounds except the tiny nurnurings of the street and
her own sequencer, weaving her tune, maki ng Wnd

Gty what she wanted

A coupl e of weeks ago she had nentioned the track

to Fabi an when he had called her, and he had nade a

j oke about the title: about eating too many beans, or
sonmething cretinous like that. She had brought the cal
to an abrupt close, and when she had put the receiver
down she had cursed him sworn at him told himhow
fucking stupid and crass he was. A part of her had
tried to evaluate his comment dispassionately, tried to
see it as he saw it, but even as she understood she
saw how wong he was. Her opinion of Fabian was
shaken. Maybe he had to hear the track, she concl uded
charitably.

He could not hear the word Wnd wi thout renenbering
his little idiot jokes in playgrounds, the puerile
scat ol ogy she could not enpathize with. It was a boy
t hi ng. How coul d she nmake hi m see what she saw

when she naned that track, when she played it and
tweaked it and nmade it work so well it nmade her chest
hol | ow?

To start, a tiny piano run fromsone histrionic
Swi ngbeat rubbish. She had stripped it down so

severely that she had dehunanized it. This was sonething
different from her usual approach. The piano,
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the instrunent that so often ruined Jungle, making her
thi nk of Happy House and idiotic |biza clubs, here
turned into an instrunment that signalled the destruction
of anything human in this world. Deeply

pl ai ntive and mel ancholy, but ghostly. The piano tried
to remenber nel ancholia, and presented it as if for
approval. Is this it? Is this sadness? it asked. | can't
recall. And under the piano she faded in, for a fraction
of a second, sublinminal, she laid down a sanpl e of

radio static.

She had sought it for a long tinme, recording great
swat hes of sound fromall the bands on her radio,

rejecting themall, until she found and seized and
created exactly what she wanted. And here she hinted
at it.

The beat kicked in after the piano went around and cane around several tinmes, each tinme separated
by a

severe gap, a rupture in the nusic. And the beat was

all snares at first, fast and dreany, and a sound like a

choir welled up and then resolved itself into electronic

orchestration, fabricated enotion, a failed search for

feeling.

And then the bassline.

A minimal program a single thud, pause, another

t hud, pause, another, |onger pause ... double thud
and back to the beginning. And underneath it all she
began to nmake those snatches of radio static a little

| onger, and longer still, and | ooping them nore and
nore randomly, until it was a constant, shifting refrain
271
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under the beat. A chunk of interference that sounded

i ke soneone trying to break out of white noise. She

was proud of that static, had created it by finding a

station on shortwave and then just mssing it, so that the peaks and troughs of the crackling
coul d have been

voi ces, eager to make contact, and failing ... or they

coul d have just been static.

The radi o existed to communicate. But here it was
failing, it had gone rogue, it had forgotten its purpose
i ke the piano, and the people could not reclaimthe
city.

Because it was a city Natasha saw as she |i stened.

She sped through the air at huge speed between vast
crunbling buildings, everything grey, towering and
enornous and flattened, variegated and enpty,
uncl ai med. And Natasha painted this picture carefully,
took a long tine creating it, dropping a hundred
hints of humanity into the track, hints that could not
deliver, dead ends, disappointnents.

And when she had sucked her listener in to the city,
al |l al one, Natasha brought on the W nd.

A sudden burst of flute mimcking the al nost

speaking of the static, a trick she had pilfered froma
Steve Reich al bum - God knew where she had heard

that - where he made violins mmnmc human voi ces.

The static rolled on and the beat rolled on and the
soul l ess piano rolled on and as the static rose and fel
the flute woul d shudder into existence behind it for a
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monment, a shrill echo, and then it woul d di sappear

Gusts of Wnd sweeping rubbish off the streets. Then
again. More and nore often, until two gusts of flute
woul d appear, overlaying each other. Another and

anot her would join in, a cacophony of sinultaneous
forces of nature, half-nusical, half-feral, artificial
comentary, an intruder in the city that shaped it
contenptuously, sculpted it. Along lowwail of flute

pi ped up from behind, gusting through everything,

the only constant, dwarfing the effect of the other
sounds, intimdating, hunbling. The peaks and

troughs in the static go, they are blown flat by the
flute. The piano goes, each trill of notes reduci ng by
one until it is just a single note like a slow netronone passing tinme. Then that, too, disappears.
The intricacies

of flute are superseded and only the great single

wind remains. Flute, white noise, snares and bassline,
stretching off for a long time, an unbroken architecture
of deserted beats.

This was Wnd City, a huge netropolis, deserted

and broken, alone, entropic, until a tsunam of air
breaks over it, a tornado of flute clears its streets,
nocks the pathetic remants of humanity in its path
and bl ows them away |ike tunbl eweed, and the city
stands al one and cleared of all its rubbish. Even the
ghost of the radio proclains the passing of the people,
a flat expanse of enpty sound. The boul evards and
parks and suburbs and centre of the city were taken
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expropri ated, possessed by the Wnd. The property of
t he W nd.

This was Wnd City, the title that nade Fabi an | augh

She could not talk to himafter he had made his
j oke.

Pete really understood. In fact, when he heard
pi eces of the track, he told her that it was she who
under st ood, that she really understood him

Pete loved the track with an extraordi nary passion
She supposed it appealed to him the notion of the
whol e worl d possessed by the W nd.

The little flat in WIlIlesden had becone the setting for
Crow ey's dreans. He was no |longer fooled by its
nondescript architecture. This flat was a dynano. It
had been turned into a generator of horrors.

He was on his haunches, |ooking down at anot her
rui ned face.

The little flat was becom ng steeped in violence. It
contai ned sone vast attractive force luring people in
to violent and bl oody mayhem Crowl ey felt trapped

in some ghastly time-slip. Here we are again, he

t hought, gazing at the destroyed and bl oody mask
beneat h hi m

There had been the first tine, when he had seen
Saul 's father shattered on the |awn. Not systematically
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pul ped like this, it was true. Maybe he had been
running fromthe flat. Maybe that was why his injuries
were | ess severe; he had tasted it in the air, he had
known that had he stayed he woul d not just die but be
crushed. He had not wanted to die like an insect, so he
had hurled hinself instead fromthe w ndow, eager for

a human deat h.

Crowl ey shook his head. Hi s edge was blunting, he
could not help it. Here we are again.

Then Barker, another one whose face was destroyed,
and Page, |ooking over his own shoul der
i mpossi bl e.

And now anot her had been broken on this sacri

hcial altar. The girl lay on her back, the floor around
her was vile with blood. Her face was bent inwards as
if on a hinge. Crow ey gl anced up at the door-frane.
That patch of wood there, with radial explosions of

bl ood and saliva and nucus bursting out fromit on all
sides, that section of the frame there, that was where
her face had been thrust.

Crow ey vaguely renenbered the sense of duty

whi ch pushed himinto the dark corridors at night, as

he lay sleeping. He would stand in the sitting-room

where he was now, |ooking behind him again, again,

like a dog chasing its tail, unable to stand still because

he knew that if he did sonething would cone and smash his face ..

He never saw Saul, in his dreans.

275

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/China%20Mieville%20-%20King%20Rat.txt (278 of 422) [10/15/2004 2:24:58 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/China%20M i evill€9620-%20K ing%20Rat. txt

Bai l ey entered, pushing through the perplexed knot of
uni f or s,

"No sign of anything anywhere else, sir. Just this,
just here.’

'Has Herrin got anything? he said.

"He's still talking to the uniformwho got called to
the bus station this norning. A load of the buses are
smashed up; and the guard, they reckon it wasn't the
glass in his eye that killed him He was hit over

the head with a long, thin stick.'

"Qur unusual club, again,' nused Crow ey. 'Too

thin for npst people's taste; they like sonething that
packs a wallop. O course, if you're as strong as our
nmur derer seens to be, the thinner the better. Less
surface area, nore pressure.'

"Qur nurderer, sir?

Crowl ey | ooked at him Bailey seemed confused,

and even accusatory. Crowl ey could tell that he

t hought his superior was losing it. The extraordinary
nature of the crines had affected Bailey in the

opposite way from Crow ey. He had been thrust

towar ds an aggressive, dogmati c conmobn sense,

determned to bring Saul to heel, refusing to be overawed
or surprised by the carnage he saw.

"What ?' denmanded Crow ey.

"You sound unsure, sir. Have you got sone reason
for thinking it's not Garanond?’

Crowl ey shook his head as if at a nobsquito, irritated,
brushing the air. Bailey wthdrew
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Yes, | have anple reason, thought Crow ey, because
| interviewed himand saw him | mean Jesus | ook at
him he did not do this. And if he did, then sonething

happened to change himin that night after | interviewed
him and he changed so rmuch h,e is no | onger
what | saw, in which case | amstill right, Saul Garanond

did not do this, and | don't give a shit what you
and Herrin think, you lunbering great pricks.

Not hi ng added up. The dead guard at Westbourne

Grove was clearly the victimof the sanme man as had
killed the two policenen, and this girl here lying
ruined in bl ood and bone. But the police had been
called to the bus station mnutes after the inhabitants
of Terragon Mansions had reported violent shouts and
bunps fromupstairs. And West bourne Park was

sinply too far from W I | esden to be reached in that
tinme. So whoever was shattering all that glass in those
buses and pushing it in that poor man's eye coul d not
be the sanme one who had destroyed this wonan.

O course, Herrin and Bailey saw no problemwth

this. Sonmeone had been confused about the time. The
people in WIlesden nmust be half an hour or so out. O
t he people in Wstbourne Grove were, or both were
fifteen minutes out, or sonething. And the fact that so

many were out by the same anount, well, what did you think happened then

And of course Crowl ey had no answer.

He was intrigued by reports of music conming from
the garage at the time Saul - or whoever - was
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destroying it. The reports were vague, but seened

to indicate a high-pitched sound |like a recorder or a
flute or pipes, or sonething. Saul was no nusician,
Crowl ey knew that, though he was apparently sonething
of an aficionado of Dance nusic, the kind that

his taciturn friend Natasha played. So what of the

pi pes”?

Crowl ey could see the scenario being created for

Saul . Saul had become a serial killer. And Saul therefore
needed rituals, such as the return to this, the site

of his first nmurder, that had unhinged him And the

pl aying of nusic at the site of a nurder, such as

the one at the bus station, what was this but ritualized?
Per haps he had played nusic also at the death

of the as yet unidentified man in the underground,
acrine Cromey was still sure was part of the

sanme ranpage. The public-transport connection only
strengt hened his conviction

So, why was Saul no | onger into Dance mnusic?

Why had he started playi ng what nost of those who
had heard it described as Fol k nmusic? None of this
was airtight, of course, of course ..

But Crow ey could not help thinking it m ght be another who had played the nusic in the bus
station.

Why not? Way nust it be Saul? What if it was another who nocked himwith this nusic so utterly
di fferent

to Saul's own taste?

Crow ey straightened up suddenly. A long, thin
light club. Made of netal: the inpact was clear about
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that. Sonething the nurderer hung on to, used nore
than once. Took fromcrime to crime. Were he
pl ayed nusic, it seened.

"Bailey!" Crowl ey yell ed.

The big man appeared, still inpatient, still exasperated
with his boss.

He all but rolled his eyes at Crow ey' s new
questi on.

"Bailey, do any of Saul's mates play the flute?'
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CHAPTER TVENTY- ONE

Deep underneath London, King Rat skul ked and ferreted
in the darkness.

He clutched a stash of food, carried it slung over”j

one shoul der like a swag bag. His strides were long A and left no sign. He stalked silently
t hrough the water

of the sewers

The rats ran as he approached. The braver souls n
stayed a little to spit at himand provoke him His
snel |l was deeply ingrained in their nervous system |
and they had been taught to despise it. King Ratl

i gnored them Walked on. H's eyes were dark

He passed like a thief in the night. Unclear. Mn-I
imal. Dirty. Subaltern. Hi s notives were opaque

He reached under the dirty streamto di sl odge the!
plug to his throne-room slid through the nmurk intoi
the great teardrop chanber. He shook the water fror
him and stanped into the room

Saul cane from behind him He clutched a broken
chair leg which he swng at an incredible speed and
cracked agai nst the back of King Rat's skull.
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King Rat flew forward and flung his arns out with
a sudden shrill bark of pain. He sprawl ed, roll ed,
clutching his head, regained his footing.

Food spread across the sodden fl oor

Saul was upon him quivering, his jaw set hard and
tight. He swung the chair | eg again and agai n.

King Rat was as pliable as quicksilver. He slid
i npossibly out of Saul's flurry of blows and scanpered
away, hissing, clutching his bl eeding head.

He spun to face Saul

Saul's face was a nosaic of bruises and bl ood and
puffy flesh. King Rat was quite still. He eyed Saul
with his hidden eyes. His teeth were bared and glinted
v,"ith dirty yellow light. Hs breath cane hard. Hs
hands were crooked into eager claws.

But Saul hit himagain, before those claws could
nmove. Saul's hands and club cane at himhard, but
King Rat ripped up with his clawed hands and drew
lines on Saul's stomach, below his ruined shirt.

Saul spoke, muttering in tine to the blows he
attenpted to I and.

'So what the fuck was Lopl op doing there, unh?' Sl am

King Rat slipped outside the club's arc. It hit the
floor |oudly.

"Tell himto follow nme, unh?' Slam 'Wat was he
going to do - report back? Slam This time the wood
connected and King Rat yelled in rage.

King Rat grow ed and sl ashed at Saul w th those
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claws, and Saul bell owed and swung the club wit

renewed venom The two of them skittered around!

the dark room slipping on mould and food, noving

now on two |inbs, now on four. Saul and King Rat

moved like limnal figures, hovering between evol utionary
strata, bestial and know ng.

'So was Loplop going to send a nessage, unh?
bird? Little bird going to let slip where | was, then?

Again the attacks cane, again King Rat noved,!
refusing to engage in battle, content to draw bl ood*
and slip away, his teeth still visible and w cked.

"What if Loplop had accidentally told soneone el se!

where | was, unh? Was | fucking bait?" King Rat!

caught the club with his right hand and bit at it suddenly
and savagely, and it dissolved in a burst of]

splinters. Saul did not pause, but grasped King Rat's?
filthy lapels and carried himdown into the nuck,
straddling him

"Wl |l you needn't have bothered, you fucking shit” because the Piper was there and | ook what he
didto

me, you shit. You just weren't ready, you and ' Nansi*

so poor old Loplop had to take himon his own.' Sat

pinioned King Rat's arnms to the brick floor and bega

systematically to punch his face. But even trapped lit

that King Rat withed and slipped under him

many of the heavy blows did not |and.

Saul thrust his face right up to King Rat, and stare
through the shadows on his eyes.

"I know you wouldn't give a fuck if 1'd died, as |on”|
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as | took Piper-man with ne," he hissed. 'And | know you killed ny dad, you fucking shithead

rapi st, you
pi ece of crud - not the fucking Piper

We.' King Rat shouted the word out and convul sed,
throwing Saul fromhimand sliding in a single
movenment until he stood in characteristic pose by the
t hrone, skul ki ng and aggrandi zing, but this tinme with
his claws bared and his teeth dangerous, coated in
slaver like a wild animal. Saul nmoved backwards in the
dirt, fought to right hinself.

Ki ng Rat spoke again. '| never bunped off your
dad, stupid. | killed the Usurper.

The word stayed in the air after he had spoken it.

Ki ng Rat spoke agai n.

"I"myour dad ..

"No you fucking aren't, you weird old fucked-up
spiritual degenerate,' replied Saul instantly. 'I mght
have your blood in ny veins, you fucking rapi st
bastard, but you aren't shit to ne.'

Saul smacked hinmself on the forehead, |aughing
bitterly.

"l nean, hello? "Your nmother was a rat, and |'m

your uncle." Jesus, nice one - playing ne like a

fucking idiot! And...' Saul paused and jerked his finger viciously at King Rat,
fucking lunatic Piper who wants me dead only knows

about me because of you.

Saul sat down hard and held his head in his hands.
Ki ng Rat watched him
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"I nean, | keep saying |'ve sorted it out, right? Sau
murnmured. "And | just can't stop thinking about it.
You killed ny father, you rapist shit, and when you
did that you let some fucking spirit of darkness out
after me, you gave himny fucki ng address, and, what,,
' m supposed to go "Daddy!"?" Saul shook his head in
disgust. He felt his gut twist with contenpt and
hatred. 'You can fuck off. It doesn't work like that.'

"So what're you after, an apol ogy?
King Rat was scornful. He noved towards Saul

"What do you want? We're blood. It was half an age

since | left, since you were a little Godfer in the fat
man's arns. | could clock you getting flabby. It was
time to join your old dad, the cutpurse king. W're

bl ood.'

Saul stared up at him

"No, fucker, I don't want shit fromyou.' Saul |

stood. 'What | want is out.' He noved off behind the

throne, turned to face King Rat. 'You can deal with

the Piper on your own. He only wants me because of|

you, you know? You've been braggi ng about ne, you

stupid shit. You don't give a fuck about fanmily. YowE raped my mum so you coul d have your weapon.
Th<

Pi per knows it; he called ne the secret weapon. know what | nmean to you. | know I'ma good way o
getting at him because he can't control ne.

"But he only wants ne dead because of you. So, te
you what .
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Saul noved backwards as he spoke, towards the
room s peculiar exit.

"Tell you what. You deal with the Piper as best you
can, and /'// look after myself. Agreed?

And Saul |ooked King Rat in the eye, those eyes he
could still not see, and he left the room

Up above the sewers: in the sky, over the slate. Qut in
the air. Saul fingered the skin over his bruises and felt
it stretched out taut and split. He gazed at London
spread out before him unfolding, the underworld
threatening to burst through, to rupture its surface
tension. It was dark; his life was al ways dark now. He
was becoming a night creature.

Hi s body hurt. H's head ached, his arns were
scratched and stretched, his nuscles burned with deep
brui ses. But he could not stay still. He felt a desperate
eagerness to work through it, to burn the pain out of
his body. He swung neani ngl essly around girders and
ant ennae, |oose-linbed and el egant |ike a gi bbon. He
was suddenly very hungry, but he remai ned on the
roofs for a while, running and junping over |ow walls
and skylights. He straddled the intricacies of St
Pancras station, and sped along the spine of roofs
which jutted out behind it like a dinosaur's tail.

This was the real mof the arches. Weird |little businesses
waged a battl e agai nst enpty space, cranmm ng
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into the unlikely hollows below the railway |ines.
They procl ai mred thensel ves with crude signs.

CFFI CE EQUI PMENT CHEAP.
WE DELI VER

Saul descended to street level. He was fighting to channel the force of elation which had fl ooded
through himat his renunciation of King Rat. He was

fragile, ready to burst into tears or hysterics. He

was captivated by London

Soneone approached himfrom around a corner: a

woman in heels, he could hear, a brave soul walking
this area alone at night. He did not want to scare her;
so he slunped against a wall and slid down to the
floor, just a conmatose drunk.

The associ ations of honel essness struck hi m and,

as the heels clicked by hi munseen, he thought of |
Deborah and he felt his throat catch. And then it was 1
easy to think of his father.

But Saul did not have time for this, he decided. He |

| eapt up and followed his nose to the dusthbins of this!
odd realm a world where the streets were enpty off
houses, where the only things that surrounded him

were the peculiar businesses, Victorian throwbacks.

The bins were not rich in pickings. Wthoutl

donestic rubbish there was little to them Saul crept
back towards King's Cross. He found his way to]

t he dunpi ng grounds of the all-night eateries, and|
amassed a huge pile of food. He played ganes withl
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hinmsel f, refusing to allow hinself to eat a nouthful
until he had col |l ected everything he wanted.

He sat in the shade of a skip in a cul-de-sac by
a Chi nese take-away and fondl ed the food he had
col l ected, chunks of greasy nmeat and noodl es.

Saul gorged himself. He ate as he had not for days.
He ate to fill all the cavities inside him to drive out
anyt hi ng that had been | eft behind.

King Rat had used himas bait, but the plan had
gone wrong. The Piper had pre-enpted his plan

As Saul stuffed hinself, he felt an echo of that surge
of strength that had coursed through himthe first
time he ate reclained food, found food, rat food.

The Piper still wanted hi mdead, of course, now
nmore than ever. He did not think he would have to wait too |ong before the Piper came for him

It was a new chapter, he reflected. Anay from Ki ng
Rat. Qut of the sewer. He ate until his belly felt
dangerously taut, and then resuned his position in the
skyl i ne.

Saul felt as if he would burst, not from food but

from somet hi ng that had been rel eased inside him / should be nad, he thought suddenly, and I'm
not .

| haven't gone nmad.

He coul d hear sounds fromall over London, a murnuring.
And as he listened, it resolved itself into its
components, cars and argunents and nusic. He felt

as if the nusic was everywhere, all around him a
hundred different rhythms in counterpoint, a tapestry
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bei ng woven underneath him The towers of the city
were needl es, and they caught at the threads of nusic
and wound t hem together, tightened them around

Saul. He was a still point, a peg, a hook on which to
wind the nusic. It grew | ouder and |ouder, Rap and

Cl assical and Soul and House and Techno and Opera

and Fol k and Jazz and Jungle, always Jungle, all the
musi ¢ built on drum and bass, ultimtely.

He had not listened to nusic for weeks, not since

King Rat had conme for him and he had forgotten it.
Saul stretched as if waking froma sleep. He heard the
musi ¢ with new ears.

He realized that he had defeated the city. He
crouched on the roof (of what building he did not
know) and | ooked out over London at an angle from
which the city was never nmeant to be seen. He had

def eated the conspiracy of architecture, the tyranny
by which the buildings that wonen and nen had

built had taken control of them circunscribed their
relations, confined their novenents. These nonolithic
products of human hands had turned on their

creators, and defeated themwi th conmon sense,
quietly installed themselves as rulers. They were as
i nsubor di nate as Frankenstein's nonster, but they had
waged a nore subtle canpaign, a war of position nore
effective by far.

Saul kicked carelessly off and stal ked across the;
roofs and walls of London

He coul d not put off thinking for ever
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Tentatively, he considered his position.

King Rat was no longer with him Anansi was his
own nman, woul d do whatever made himand his

ki ngdom safest. Loplop was nmad and deaf and maybe
dead.

The Piper wanted to kill them all

Saul was on his own. He realized that he had no
plan, and felt a curious peace. There was not hing he
could do. He was waiting for the Piper to come to
him Until then he could go underground, could

i nvestigate London, could find his friends ...

He was afraid of them now. When he let hinself

think of them he mssed themso much it made him
ache, but he was not made of the same stuff as them
any nore, and he was afraid that he did not know how
to be their friend. Wat could he say to them now
that he lived in a different worl d?

But perhaps he didn't live in a different world. He
Iived where he wanted, he thought suddenly, furiously.
Wasn't that what King Rat had told him all that

time ago? He lived wherever he wanted, and even if he
didn't live in the sane world as them any nore,

he could visit, couldn't he?

Saul realized how nuch he wanted to see Fabi an

And he renenbered as well that the Piper wanted

to kill himprecisely because he could nove between

the worlds. He felt a fleeting sense of |oneliness as he
t hought about the Piper, and then he realized that the
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snell of rat was all around him was always all around
him He stood slowy.

He realized that the snell of London was the snel
of rat.

He began to hiss for attention, and |ithe heads

poked out of piles of rubbish. He barked a quick

order and the ranks began to approach him tentatively
at first and then with eagerness. He shouted for

rei nforcenents and seet hing waves of filthy brown

bodi es boiled over the lip of the roof, and from chi meys
and fire escapes and hidden corners, like a film

of spilt liquid running backwards, they congeal ed
around him tightly wound, an explosion frozen at

the flashpoint, hovering with suppressed viol ence,
hangi ng on hi s words.

He woul d not face the Piper alone, he realized. He
woul d have all the rats in London on his side.
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CHAPTER TVENTY- TWO

Soneti mes, between putting food in her nouth and
sl eepi ng and then Jungl e, seeing Pete, Natasha renenbered
ot her things.

She remenbered sonet hing; she had a sense of

bei ng needed for sonething. She could not be sure
what it was until sonebody called her. She funbl ed
with the phone, confused.

To yo Tasha!

The voice was bizarre, nuted and enthusiastic. She
did not recognize it at all

'Tash man, you there? It's Fingers. | got your
message about Terror and, yeah, that's no problem
We're going to stick you on the poster, make out like
you're fanobus. No one's gonna admit they haven't
heard of you.' The man on the tel ephone yelled with

| aught er.

Nat asha muttered that she did not understand.
There was a | ong pause.
' Look, Tash, you faxed ne, nan - told nme you

wanted to spin sone at Junglist Terror ... you know,

291

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/China%20Mieville%20-%20King%20Rat.txt (294 of 422) [10/15/2004 2:24:58 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/China%20M i evill€9620-%20K ing%20Rat. txt

couple of weeks' tine? Well, that's fine. | wanted
to know what name you're under, because we're
chucki ng out sone last-mnute posters. Going to do a
blitz down Canden, down your way too.

What nanme? Natasha gathered hersel f, played the
phone call by ear, pretended she understood what was
happeni ng.

Tut me in as Rudegirl K

That was a nane she used. Was that what he

want ed, the nman? Gradually she began to renenber

and to understand. Junglist Terror, near the El ephant
and Castle. It came back. She smiled delightedly. Had
she asked for an opportunity to play? She coul d not
renenber that, but she could play Wnd City, she
didn't mnd..

Fi ngers rang off. He seened perturbed, but

Nat asha only promi sed to cone on the date he told

her, and agreed that she would spread the word. She

hel d the receiver against her ear for alittle bit too |ong
after he had rung off. The buzz confused her again,

until gentle hands reached around her head and di sent angl ed
her from the nachi ne.

Pete was there, she realized with a jolt of pleasure.
He put the receiver down, turned her to | ook at him
She wondered how | ong he had been with her. She

| ooked up at him sniled beatifically.

"I forgot to tell you that, Natasha,' he said. 'l
t hought we shoul d take the opportunity to show the
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worl d what we've been doing. So we're going to play Wnd City. OK?
Nat asha nodded and snil ed.

Pete smled back. H's face; Natasha saw his face. It

seermed hurt, she saw long thin scabs adorning it, but

she did not really notice them sonehow, he grinned so
happily. H s face was very pale, but he sniled at her

with the same wi de-eyed pl easure she al ways associ at ed

with him Such a sweetie, she thought, so green. She sm |l ed.

Pet e backed away from her, hol ding her hand until
he was out of reach.

"Let's play sonme nusic, Natasha,' he suggested.

'Ch yes,' she breathed. That would be excellent. A
little Drum and Bass. She could | ose herself in that,
take the tunes apart in her nind, see howthey fitted
toget her. Maybe they could play Wnd City.

Al'l of Saul's friends were accounted for, apart from
the man Kay. As he considered the piece of paper

he held, the queasy foreboding in Crowl ey's stomach
grew. He was afraid he knew exactly where Kay was.

He felt ridiculous, like a cop fromsonme Anerican

TV show, operating on hunches, responding to preposterous
gut feelings. He had sought to cross-refer

the data that had been gathered on the rui ned body

in the tube with the information they had on Saul's
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friend Kay, who had been missing now for a couple of
weeks.

For a while, Crowl ey had played with the idea that

Kay could be behind all this. It would be so nmuch

easier to attribute the carnage he had seen to the other
m ssing man. He kept his conjectures to hinself.

His unwillingness to see Saul as the killer nade no
sense to those around him and he coul d understand

why. There was just sonething, there was just

sonmething ... the thoughts went around and around

in his head ... it did not work; he had seen Saul; there
was sonet hing el se happeni ng.

He j eopardi zed control of the investigation with

his disquiet. He was reduced to scribbled notes to

hi msel f, exchanging favours with | aboratory technicians,
t he usual channels too risky for his ideas. He

could not sit with his nen and wonmen and brai nstorm
bounci ng possibilities back and forth, because

they knew full well who they were |ooking for. His

nane was Saul Garanond, he was an escaped prisoner

and a dangerous nan.

So Cow ey was cut off from discussion, the

medi umin which his best work was done. He was

afraid that without it his notions were stunted, half
truths, soiled with the muck of his owmn mnd that no
one could brush off for him But he had no choice; he
was at om zed.

Kay as killer. That was one of the ideas that he nust
di spense with. Kay was peripheral, not close to any of
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the main protagonists in this drama. He had even | ess
notive than Saul for any of these actions. He was even
| ess physically inpressive than Saul

And besi des, his blood group matched that which
had covered the walls of Mrnington Crescent station

The fragments of jaw that coul d be anal ysed
seened to match Kay's.

Not hi ng was certain, not with a body as destroyed
as that had been. But Crow ey believed he knew who
they had found.

And he still, he still, could not believe that it was
Saul they wanted.

But he could talk to no one about this.

Nor could he share the pity he felt, a pity which

was welling up inside himnore with every day, a pity
whi ch was threatening to dwarf his horror, his anger
his disgust, his fear, his confusion. A growing pity for
Saul . Because if he was right, if Saul was not the one
responsible for all the things Crow ey had seen, then
Saul was right in the mddle of something horrendous,
a kal ei doscope of bizarre and bl oody nurder. And

Crow ey mght feel isolated, mght feel cut off from
those around him but if he was right, then Saul..

Saul was truly al one.

Fabi an returned to his roomand inmediately felt bad
again. The only tinme now that he did not fee
oppressed by isolation was when he got on his bike
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and rode around London. He was spendi ng nore and

nmore of his tinme on the road these days, burning up

the junk calories he got fromthe crap he was eating.: He was a wiry man, and his hours and hours
on the

road were stripping the final ounces of excess flesh fromhim He was being pared down to skin
and

nmuscl e.

He had ridden for miles in the cold and his skin

bl ushed with the change of tenperature. He sweated

unpl easantly fromhis exertions, his perspiration cold -1
on him

Strai ght south he had ridden, down Brixton H I,

past the prison, through Streatham down towards

M tcham Real suburbia, houses flattening down,

shoppi ng districts becom ng nore and nore flat and
soul l ess. He had ridden up and down and around a
roundabouts and al ong sidestreets: he needed to cross
traffic, to wait his turn on the road, to | ook behind
him and indicate brief thanks to soneone |letting him

in, he needed to cut in front of that Porsche and ignore
the fact that he had pissed themoff...

This was Fabian's social life now He interacted

on the fucking tarmac, conmuni cated with people

passing himin their cars. This was as close as he cane
to relationships now He did not know what was happeni ng.

So he rode around and around, stopped to buy
crisps and chocol ate, orange-juice nmaybe, ate on the 1
saddl e, standing outside the poky little groceries and
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newsagents he now frequented, bal ancing his bike
next to the faded boards advertising ice-cream and
cheap phot ocopyi ng.

And t hen back out onto the road, back into the

cursory conversations of the roadways, his dangerous
flirtations with cars and lorries. There was no such
thing as society, not any nore, not for him He had
been stripped of it, reduced to begging for socia
scraps |like signalling and brake lights, the rudenesses
and courtesies of transport. These were the only tines
now t hat anyone took notice of him nodified their
behavi our because of him

Fabi an was so lonely it nade hi m ache.

Hi s answering nmachine blinked at him He pressed
pl ay and the policeman Crow ey's voice jerked into
life. He sounded forlorn, and Fabian did not think it
was just the medi um which was having that effect.
Fabian listened with the contenpt and exasperation
he always felt when he dealt with the police.

‘... pector Crowey here, M Mrris. Umm... |

was wondering if you might be able to help nme again
with a couple of questions. | wanted to talk to you
about your friend Kay and ... well... perhaps you
could call ne.'

There was a pause.

"You don't play the flute, do you, M Morris?
Woul d you or Saul have known anyone who does?
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Fabi an froze. He did not hear what el se Crow ey
sai d. The voice continued for a nmnute and st opped.

A wave of gooseflesh engulfed himbriefly and was
gone. He funbl ed, stabbed at the rewi nd button

ould call ne. You don't play the flute, do you
M Morris?

Rewi nd.
"You don't play the flute, do you, M Morris?

Wth an agony of numb fingers Fabian fast
forwarded, found the nunber Crow ey gave. He
punched it into the phone. Wy does he want to know that? why that? his mnd kept beggi ng.

The nunber was busy, and a pl easant fenal e voice
told himhe was in a queue.

" Mot her/wcé&er!' Fabian yelled and threw the
receiver at the cradle. It bounced and hung fromits
cord, the dial tone just audible.

Fabi an was trenbling violently. He tugged at his

bi ke, westled it through the constricted entrance hal
and hurled it ready for himinto the street. He

sl actmed t he door behind him Adrenaline and terror
made himfeel sick. He lurched into the road and sped
t owar ds Nat asha's house.

No sociability now. He wove in and out of cars,

| eavi ng a cacophony of horns and curses in his wake.
He tw sted around corners at sharp, sharp angl es,

| eavi ng pedestrians | eaping out of his way.

Jesus Christ Jesus Christ, he thought, why does he
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want to know that? What has he found out? What has
a man who plays the flute done?

He was over the river now, Jesus God knew how,

he realized he was risking his |life at every second. He
seenmed to be in and out of fugues, he had no recollection
at all of passing through the intervening streets

before the bridge.

Bl ood poured through Fabian's veins. He felt
giddy. The cold air woke him slapped himin the face.

He saw a clunp of phone boxes speeding into view

before him He was struck with a sudden realization

of his isolation, again. He tugged at his brakes and

pul |l ed his bike up short, letting it fall to the ground

and breaking into a run before it had stopped noving.

The nearest box was enpty, and he ransacked his pockets for noney, pulled out a fifty-pence piece.
He

dialled Crow ey's nunber.

D al 999 you stupid fucker! he suddenly adnoni shed
hinself, but this time Crow ey's phone was
ringing.

"Crowl ey.'

"Crow ey, it's Fabian.' He could hardly speak; the
words swal | omed each other up in their eagerness.
"Crow ey, go to Natasha's house now. |'Il see you
there.'

"Now, hold on, Fabian. Wat's this all about?

"Just be there, notherfucker! The flute, the fucking
flute!" He hung up.

What's he doing to her? Fabian thought as he ran to
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his bike. Its pedals still spun slightly where it |ay.
That weird fucker who just appeared, Jesus! He had

t hought she was having an affair with him that this
expl ai ned her weird behaviour, and the obscure chall enge
Fabi an al ways sensed from Pete. But what if

what if that was not the whole story? Wat did

Crowl ey know?

He was nearly there now, speeding towards Natasha's

house. London light surrounded him He could

not hear the traffic at all, he relied only on his eyes to
stay alive.

Anot her sharp turn and there was Ladbroke G ove.

He realized briefly that he was drenched in sweat. The
day was overcast and cold, and his wet skin was

frozen. Fabian felt like crying. He felt utterly out of
control, as if he could have no effect on the world.

He turned, and was in Natasha's street. It was as
deserted as usual. The ringing in his ears dispersed
and there was the Drum and Bass, the soundtrack to
Nat asha' s house. Dreany and washed out, a very

bl eak song. He could feel it creeping into himbehind
his eyes.

He stepped free of his bike, letting it fall beside her
door.

Fabian rang the bell. He put his finger on the
button and did not release it until he saw a form
approach behind the snoked-gl ass door

Nat asha opened the door to him

Fabi an wondered for a nonent if she was stoned:
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she | ooked so vague, her eyes so clouded. But he saw
how white she | ooked, how thin, and he knew that
this was nore than dope.

She sm | ed when she saw him and | ooked up at him
wi th unfocused eyes.

'Hey, Fabe, man, how s it goi ng?" She sounded
tired, but she raised her hand to touch fists.

Fabi an took her hand. She |ooked at himin mld
surprise. He put his lips close to her ear

H s voi ce, when he spoke, was unsteady.
"Tash, man, is Pete here?

She | ooked up at him creased her face quizzically,
nodded.

'Yeah. We're practising. For Junglist Terror.'
Fabi an began to tug at her

' Tash, we have to go. | want you to cone with ne. |
promise I'll explain, but come with me now...'

"Ch, no.' She did not sound angry or perturbed.
But she pulled away from himgently and began to
close the door. 'I've got to play sonme tracks with him'

Fabi an pushed t he door open and grabbed her. He

hel d her nmouth closed with his right hand. She
struggl ed, her eyes suddenly w de, but he dragged her
towar ds the door.

Hi s eyes were prickling, and he whispered to her

" Tash pl ease you don't understand he's sonething to do with it all

"Hi, Fabian! How s it going?

Pet e had appeared at the top of the stairs. He
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| ooked down at them both, his body poised in md
stride. He grinned am ably.

Fabi an froze, as did Natasha, in his arns.

Fabi an stared at Pete's face. It was white, crisscrossed
with vicious, half-heal ed scratches, bloody

and intricate. He affected his usual cheerful expression
but his eyes were giving himaway now, open a little

too wide, staring a little too hard.

Fabi an realized that he was very frightened of Pete.
Fabi an wondered how | ong before Crow ey woul d be

t here.
'Hey, Pete, man...' he muttered. '"Uh... | was
wanting... me and Tash nmight split for a bit...

uh . . '
Pet e shook his head, |ooking anused and ruef ul

' Ch, Fabian, you nustn't go. Cone hear what
we' ve been playing.'

Fabi an shook his head and stunbl ed backwards a
little nore.

' Nat asha?' said Pete, and turned to her. He whistled
sonmet hing very quickly. Instantly Natasha spun in

Fabi an's arns and twi sted her leg, taking his feet from
under hi mand ki cking the door closed behind himin

one notion. She stood to one side as he fell against the
door. He stared at her, and her eyes clicked back into
the focus that had nmomentarily deserted her

Fabi an funbl ed behind himfor the latch, his nouth
open, his | egs wobbling as he stood.

'Look, Fabe,' said Pete reasonably, descending
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towards him 'It's sinple.' Natasha stood still and
gazed at himas he approached. 'I don't know quite
what you' ve worked out or how, and |'m i npressed,
really I am but now what? What to do with you?

could kill you, like I did Kay, but | think |I've got a
better idea.

An angry, frightened little noise issued from
Fabian's throat. Kay ... what had happened to hinf

'So anyway, the first thing | think is that you should
come upstairs.' Pete notioned to the room above
them and the faint strains of Jungle that had been

filtering down the stairs seenmed to swell, the plaintive
song that he had caught from outside was suddenly
filling Fabian's head. And it was such a beautiful song,

it conpletely took himaway ...
It made himthink of so many things ..

He was on the stairs, he realized, and then he was

in the bedroom but he wasn't really bothered about

that, because what was inportant was that he should hear this song. There was somnet hi ng about
it...

It stopped and he caught his breath, stunbled, felt
as if he was choking.

The roomwas silent. Pete had one hand by the on/

of f switch on the sequencer. Natasha stood next to
him her arms by her side, the same free-floating | ook
in her eyes. Wth his left hand Pete held a kitchen
knife to her throat. She obligingly held her head up

Fabi an opened his nmouth in horror and gesticul ated
towards the two of them frozen |ike a waxwork scene
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of the nonent of nurder. He enitted inchoate
sounds.

'Yes yes yes, Fabian. Answer or | slit her throat.
Pete's voice was still neasured, urbane. 'Is anyone el se
com ng?'

Fabi an's eyes flitted around the roomas he tried to
gauge the situation. He shrieked as Pete pressed the
knife to her throat, and blood welled up around it.

"Yes! Yes! The police are coming!' Fabian screaned.
"And they're going to fucking take you, you notherfucker

' Nope,' said Pete. 'Nope, they won't.

He rel eased Natasha and she touched her neck
experinmentally, screwing up her face, perturbed and
confused by the bl ood. She picked up her pillow

and pressed it to the side of her neck, watched it stain
red.

Pete kept his eyes on Fabian. He funbled on the
top of the keyboard and gat hered up sonme DATs
whi ch sat there.

"Tash?' he said. 'Gab your record bag and a few
twel ve-inches. We're going to go to mne until Jungli st
Terror.' He smiled at Fabian.

Fabi an bolted for the door. He heard a faint whispering
and his left calf burst into agony. He screaned

as he fell. The kitchen knife was enbedded deep in the
muscle of his lower leg. He funbled at it w th bl oody
fingers and screaned when he had the breath.

'See,' said Pete, sounding amused. '| can make you

304

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/China%20Mieville%20-%20King%20Rat.txt (307 of 422) [10/15/2004 2:24:58 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/China%20M i evill€9620-%20K ing%20Rat. txt

dance to ny tune, but fuck it, sonetines other
met hods do the job.' He stood over Fabian

Fabi an cl osed his eyes and laid his head on the
floor. He was fainting.

"You will cone to Junglist Terror, won't you,

Fabe?' said Pete. Behind himNatasha quietly gathered
some things. 'You may not feel |ike dancing now, but

| promise you will. And you can do ne a favour.'

The faint percussive thunp of the Drum and Bass

beat which wafted into Bassett Street was washed out,
rendered nothing by the sirens. Two police cars slid to
a stop outside the house. Unifornmed men and wonen

| eapt out and raced to the door. Crow ey stood beside
one of the cars. Behind him the residents peered out
of their doors and wi ndows.

'Have you cone about all that scream ng? That was
quick,' said an old man approvingly to Crow ey.

Crow ey | ooked away as his stonmach yawned. He
felt sick with foreboding.

Next to the door a bicycle lay on the pavenent.

Crow ey stared at it as the battering ramtook care of
the door. The police swept up the stairs in a confused
mass. Crowl ey saw the guns at the ready.

There was a sound of heavy feet in the house,
audible in the street outside. The faint Jungl e beat
jerked to an abrupt halt. Crowl ey strode after the
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advance party into the hallway. He jogged up the steps
and waited by the front door to the flat.

A short woman in a flak jacket approached him
"Not hing, sir.'
" Not hi ng?"

"They're gone, sir. Not a sign. | think you should
see this.'

She led himinto the flat. It was thick with heavy
bodi es. The air was full of authoritative voices, the
sounds of searching.

Crow ey | ooked around himat the bare walls of the
sitting-room By the entrance to the roomwas a pool
of blood, still slick and sticky. One of the white
pillows on the futon was stained deep red.

The keyboard, the stereo, a handbag ... everything
was untouched. Crowl ey strode over to the turntable.
A twelve-inch single rested on it. The needl e had
ski pped, pushed off course by the vibration of the
heavy police boots. Crow ey swore.

When he raised his voice it dripped bile.

"l don't suppose anyone saw how far through the
record we were? No?'

Everyone stared at himin inconprehension.

' Because that way we could have told how | ong ago
they left.'

They | ooked away, surly. Next time you try rushing
a fucking lunatic and stopping to take notes, sir, they
said with every | ook and gesture.

To hell with them thought Crow ey, furious. To
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fucking hell with them He |ooked at the bl ood on the
floor and the pillow. He |ooked out of the w ndow
The constabl es hel d back the growi ng crowds. The

bi cycl e lay al one, ignored.

Fabi an, Fabian ... thought Crowley. |I've |ost you
I'"ve lost you. You were ny |ead, Fabian, and now
you' ve gone.

He | eant down and rested his head on his arns,
there on the w ndowsill

Fabi an, Nat asha, where have you gone? he
t hought. And w th whon?
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CHAPTER TVENTY- THREE

Scrawl ed notes were appearing on walls.

In a hand at once gothic and subliterate, they
entreated Saul to a peace. They were etched into the
brick, scribbled in pencil, sprayed wth aerosol

The first, Saul found on the side of a chimmey stack
he had decided to sleep in.

listen sonny, it read. were blood and bl ood

STI CKS SO LETS US LET BYGONES BE. TWOS BETTER NOR
ONE YOU KNOW AND | N FACT TWO CAN BE THE DEVI L.

Saul had run his fingers over the thin scratches and

| ooked around the roof. The stench of King Rat was

on the air, he could snell it clearly. The rats with him
had bristled, and been ready to bite or run. He was
never al one now, always surrounded by a group

whose number was unchangi ng even as the individuals

who formed it came and went.

Saul and his entourage had crouched on the roof
and sniffed the air. He had not slept in the chi nmeys
t hat nor ni ng.
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The next eveni ng he had woken in the corner of the

sewer he had found, and pai nted above his head was

anot her nessage. This was in white paint, paint that had dripped and slid down the walls into the
dirty

water, |leaving the words only just |egible.

LOOK YQU Al NT DO NG NOONE ANY FAVOURS CEPT
THE PI PER

It had been witten while he slept. King Rat was
stalking him afraid to speak but desperate for reconciliation

Saul was angry. The ease with which King Rat was
still able to sneak past himrankled. He realized that
he was just a baby, a little ratling.

He coul d not think about whether or not King Rat

was right. It was irrelevant to him He had had enough

of conpromi se. King Rat the rapi st and rurderer

destroyer of his famly, had no right to his collaboration
King Rat had rel eased the Piper, King Rat had

made Saul what he was. He had rel eased him but only

into his new prison

So fuck King Rat, thought Saul. He had had it with
being bait. He knew that King Rat could not be
trust ed.

So i nstead he thought about what he could do for
hi nsel f.

For all that he felt liberated, for all that he felt
power ful, Saul did not know what to do. He did not
know where the Piper lived. He did not know when
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the Piper would attack. He knew nothing at all except
that he hinself was not safe.

Saul began to think nmore and nore about his

friends. He spent a lot of time speaking to the rats, but

they were only cunning, not clever, and their stupidity

alienated him He renenbered his thoughts on the

night he had left King Rat, the realization that it was his decision whether or not his world
woul d cross

those of Fabian and ot hers.

He wanted to see Fabian nore than anyt hing.

So one evening he bade the rats | eave him al one
They obeyed i medi ately, disappearing in a sudden
flurry. Saul began to cross the city, alone again.

He wondered if King Rat was with him was
wat ching him As |long as the fucker kept his distance,
Saul decided, he did not care.

Saul crossed the river under Tower Bridge. He

swung |i ke an ape al ong the girders which festooned

its underside, convoluted thickets of vast w res and
pipes. In the nmddle, just at the point where the bridge
could split and open for tall ships, he stopped and

hung by his hands, swaying slightly.

The sky was taken fromhim the great mass of the 1
bri dge above himwas all he could see at eye-I|evel

and above. At the very edge of his sight, buildings
appeared again over the river. But for the npst part 1
the city was inverted and refracted in the Thanmes, ai
si nuous shattered nmirror. Lights glinted on the water,
dark shapes punctuated with hundreds of points of ,
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light, the towers of the city, the far-off lights of the
South Bank Centre, far nore real for himthen than
their counterparts in the air above.

He stared down at the city below his feet. It was an
illusion. The shinmering notion of the lights he saw

was not the real city. They were part of it, to be sure, a
necessary part... but the beautiful lights, so nuch

nore lively than those above them were a simulacrum

They nmerely painted the surface tension

Bel ow that thin veneer the water was still filthy, stil
danger ous and col d.

Saul held on to that. He resisted the poetics of the city .

Saul wal ked fast, making the passers-by ignore him
being nothing to them He strode the streets |like a

ci pher, invisible. Sonetinmes he stopped quite still and
listened, to see if he was being foll owed. He could see
no one, but he was not so naive as to think that was
concl usi ve.

He approached Bri xton fromthe backstreets, not
wanting to run the ganut of its light and crowds. Hi s
pul se was up. He was nervous. He had not spoken

to Fabian for so long, he was afraid they would no

| onger understand each other. How woul d he sound

to Fabian now? Wul d he sound strange, would he

sound ratty?
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He reached Fabian's street. An old worman wal ked
past him bent into herself, and he was al one.

Sonet hi ng was wong. The air tasted charged.

Peopl e nmoved behind the white curtains of Fabian's

room Saul stood quite still. He stared at the w ndow,

saw t he vague novenents of nmen and wonen wit hin.

They milled uncertainly, investigating. Wth a grow ng

horror, Saul pictured those within opening drawers, | exam ning books, |ooking at Fabian's
artwork. He

knew who noved |i ke that.

Saul ' s dermeanour changed. One nonent his

shoul ders were hunched, he was tightened into a drab
stance, something to see but not notice, his disguise
for the streets. Now he uncurled and sank towards the
pavenent. He bent in a sudden snap of notion, sidling
si nul taneously against the low wall. He crept through
the thin strip of garden, the desultory tiny patios.

He was truly invisible now He could sense it in
hi nsel f.

He sidled along the wall, sudden bursts of notion |
interspersed with unearthly stillness. H's nose ,|
twitched. He snelt the air.

Saul stood before Fabian's house. Soundl essly he 1
vaulted the low wall and | anded in a crouch below the 1
wi ndow. He placed his ear to the wall.

Architecture betrayed those within. Bluff voices
seeped out through cracks and rivul ets between |
bri cks.

"... don't like that bloody picture, though ..
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know that the DFs totally losing it over this. |
mean he's fucking well lost it...'

geezer Mrris, why have a go at hinP ..
t hought he was a nmate

The police talked in an endl ess stream of banalities,
cliches and pointless verbiage. Their speech served no
pur pose, thought Saul in despair, no fucking purpose

at all. He ached for conversation, for conmunication
and to hear words wasted like this ... he felt |ike
crying.

He had | ost Fabian. He put his head in his hands.

"H m gone, bwoy. Hmw th the Badman now.'
Anansi's voi ce was soft and very near.

Saul rubbed his eyes without opening them He
breat hed deeply. Finally he | ooked up

Anansi's face hovered just in front of his, suspended
bef ore hi mupsi de-down. Hi s strange eyes were very
close, staring right into Saul's.

Saul | ooked at himcalmy, held his gaze. Then he
I et his eyes slide casually up, investigating Anansi's
posi tion.

Anansi was hangi ng fromone of his ropes, suspended

fromthe roof. He grasped it with both hands,

effortl essly suspended his weight, his naked feet intertw ned
with the thin white rope. As Saul watched,

Anansi's | egs uncoupled fromthe fibres and sw vell ed

slow y and soundl essly through the air. Hi s eyes held
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Saul's, even as his face turned one hundred and ei ghty
degrees.

H s feet touched the concrete with a tiny pat.

"You damm good now, you know, pickney. Not
easy keep track of you, these days.'

"Wiy did you bot her? Daddy send you?' Saul's
voi ce was withering.

Anansi | aughed w thout sound. He smled lazily,
predatory - the big spider-nan

"Come now. Me want fe talk.' Anansi pointed with

a long finger, straight up. Then hand over hand he

seenmed to fall up the rope, which was tugged perenptorily
fromview.

Saul slid silently to the corner of the building and
gripped it on both sides. He hauled hinself away from
the earth.

Anansi was waiting. He sat cross-legged on the flat
roof. His nouth worked as if he were preparing to say
sonet hi ng unpl easant. He nodded a greeting to Saul
and indicated with a nod that he should sit opposite
hi m

I nstead, Saul interlaced his fingers behind his head
and turned away. He | ooked out over Brixton

There were noises all around themfromthe streets.

"M Rattymon going crazy waiting for you now '
Anansi spoke quietly.

' Mot her f ucker shoul dn't have used ne as bait, then,'
said Saul evenly. 'Rapist notherfucker shouldn't*
have killed ny dad.'
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"Rattynmon you dad.’
Saul did not answer. He waited.
Anansi spoke agai n.

"Lopl op come back and himcrazy mad at you. H m
want you dead fe true.'

Saul turned, incredul ous.
"What the fuck has he got to be angry with ne for?

"You make himdeaf, you know, and you done al so
make hi m mad again, mad in himhead.

"Ch for fuck's sake,' spat Saul. 'We were both about
to be killed. He was about to kill me and get fucking
taken apart hinself. | think the fucking Piper's done

playing with us, you know? | think he just wants us all dead now, all the kings. Loplop would' ve
fucking died, | saved his life ..."

'Yeah, man, but himsave you. Coul d've watch
whil e the Piperman done kill you, but himtry to save
you, and you fuck up him ear '

"That's a | oad of crap, Anansi. Loplop tried to save

me because you all... you all... know the Piper can't
hold ne, and you all know I'mthe only thing that can
stop him'

There was a | ong sil ence.

"Wl l, Loplop himnmad, anyway. Don't be getting
too close to himnow '

"Fine,' said Saul
Again, a |ong pause.
"What do you want, Anansi? And what do you

know about Fabi an?
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Anansi sucked his teeth in disgust.

"You still green, bwoy, fe true. You sure got all the
rats dem upon you side, but you don't know what fe

do with them Rats everywhere, bwoy. Spiders everywhere.
Them you eyes, the rats. My lickle spiders tel

me what the Badman do with you friends. You ain't

never ask. You not care till now.'

" Friends?
Anansi screwed up his face and | ooked at Saul disdainfully.

"Him have kill the fat bwoy.' Saul's hands fluttered
about his face. Hs nouth stayed shut, but it quivered.
"Hi m have take the black bwoy and the lickle DJ

wonan. '

"Nat asha,' breathed Saul. 'Wat does he want with

her ...? How does he know who they are ...? Howis

he getting inside ne?" Saul grabbed his head with both
hands, began to thunp hinself in despair. Kay, he

t hought, Natasha, he hit hinself nore, what was happeni ng?

Anansi was on him Strong hands gripped his
wrists.

"Stop now' Anansi was horrified.

Animal s do not hurt thensel ves, Saul realized.
There was still human inside him then. He shook
hi nsel f and st opped.

"W have to get them back. W have to find
t hem

' How, bwoy? Be real .’
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Saul 's head spun.

"What did he do to Kay?
Anansi pursed his |ips.
"Hi mtook the bwoy apart.

They ran for a while, then there was a short scurrying
climb, and they stood on Brixton Rec, the sports
centre. They could hear the faint thunp of MIV from

t he wei ghts room bel ow. Saul stood at the very edge

of the roof, alittle way forward from Anansi. He
pushed his hands in his pockets.

"You could have told ne, you know ...' he said. He
heard hinsel f, and hated his plaintive tone. He half
turned, glanced at Anansi, who stood quite still, his

arns fol ded over his bare chest.
Anansi sucked his teeth in contenpt.

' Cha, bwoy, you still full to the brimwth rubbish
You tal k about how the Rattynmon hi myou father?
What for ne want tell you that?

Saul | ooked at him Anansi was insistent.

"What for ne want tell you? Hmm? Listen, bwoy,

pi ckney, hear nme now. Me one bigass spider, understand?

The Rattynon, hima rat. Loplop himthe bird, the Bird Superior. Now you, you some strange half
ting, fe true, but what for we gwan tell you ting |ike

that? Me tell you just what ne want you fe know.

Al ways, there you have a pronm se. No nore hypocrisy

now, you see, bwoy? No need. Aninmal |ike me no

317

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/China%20Mieville%20-%20King%20Rat.txt (320 of 422) [10/15/2004 2:24:58 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/China%20M i evill€9620-%20K ing%20Rat. txt

need for such ting. You | eave that behind. You can
trust ne to be just so trustworthy, never no nore, but
never no |ess. Y understand?

Saul said nothing. He watched a train arrive at
Bri xton station and trundl e away agai n.

"Was Loplop going to tell the Piper where | was?
Were you all going to cone for himwhen he tried to
take me?' he asked finally.

Anansi shrugged, al nost inperceptibly.

They sidled along the side of the railway, the British

Rail |ine which rose above the market and the streets.
They slid al ong w thout speaking, heading for Cam
berwel | . Saul appreciated the conpany, he realized,

though it was hardly what he had hoped for when
setting out this evening.

"How could he find ny friends?' said Saul. They sat
on the clinmbing frame in a nondescript school yard.

"Himsearch all you books an tings. H mfind sone
address tings fe sure.’

O course, thought Saul. My fault.

He was nunbed. If he was still human, he realized,
he woul d be in shock. But he was not, not any nore;
he was half rat, and he felt inured.

Anansi was very silent. He nade no attenpt to
persuade Saul to return to King Rat, or to do anything,
for that matter.

Saul | ooked at himcuriously.
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' Does King Rat know you're here?' he asked.
Anansi nodded.
'Has he asked you to say anything? Get nme back?

Anansi shrugged. 'H mwant you back, sure. You
useful, y'know? But him know you can't be told
not hi ng you don't want. You know what himwant. |f
you want cone back, you will cone.'

"Do you ... do you understand why | won't come

back to hin®

Anansi | ooked at his eyes. Gently, he shook his

head.

'No, bwoy, not at all. You can survive better with
him with us, fe true. And you are rat. You should go
back. But | know you don't think like that. | don't
know what you are, bwoy. You can't be rat, you can't
be man. | don't understand you at all, but that's

alright, because | know now that | wll never understand
you, nor will you me. W are not the sane.'

In the small hours, after they had eaten, they stood
together at an entrance to the sewers. Anansi | ooked
behind him planning his route up the side of the
war ehouse beside them He | ooked back at Saul

Saul stuck out his hand. Anansi grasped it.
"You are the only hope, bwoy. Cone back to us.'

Saul shook his head, tw sted, unconfortable before
the sudden intensity.

Anansi nodded and dropped his hand.
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' See you around.’

He turned and slung one of his ropes over an overhang,
di sappeared at speed over the vertical bricks.

Saul watched himgo. He turned and exani ned

where he was. The grille in a yard littered with hul king
pi eces of machinery. They |ooned solemly in the

dark, looking vaguely pathetic. There were no roads
visible fromhere, and Saul enjoyed the nonent of
solitude. Then he reached down without | ooking and
pulled the grille fromthe earth.

He hesit at ed.

He knew there was little point searching for

Nat asha and Fabian. The city was so |large, the Piper's
powers so prodigious, it would not be hard for himto
hi de two humans. But he knew al so that he coul d not
bear to |l eave themin his power. He knew he had to
search, if only to prove that he was still half hunman.
Because he was di squieted by his passivity, his acceptance,
the speed with which he had conceptualized

their absence as inevitable, as done, as a done thing.
He was becomi ng dulled. Kay's death was utterly

unreal to him but that was a human reaction. Mre

di sturbing to himwas his reaction to the Piper's
abduction of his two closest friends.

The acceptance of the unacceptable was a kind of
reactionary stoicism a dynamic that dulled his feelings
for these others. He could feel it within him a

growi ng cunning, a hyper-real focus on the here and

now. It frightened him He could not battle it head on, 1
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he coul d not decide what to feel and what not to feel,
but he could challenge it with his actions. He could
change it by refusing to behave as if it were how he
felt. He abhorred his own reaction, his own feeling.
It was an animal trait.
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CHAPTER TWVENTY- FOUR

Saul could tell sonething was wong as soon as he
stepped into the sewers.

The sounds, the sounds he had becone accustoned

to wal king into, were absent. As his feet hit the trickling
wat er, he dropped into a crouch, suddenly full of

feral energy. Hs ears twitched. He knew what was

m ssing. He should walk into the sewers into a barely
audi bl e network of scratching and skittering, the

noi ses of his people. He should hear them at the very

edge of his rat-hearing, and subsume themw thin him

make them part of him use themto define his tine in

t he darkness.

The sounds were missing. There were no rats
around him

He | owered hinself effortlessly, sliding into the
organi ¢ muck. He was utterly silent, his ears twtching.
He was trenbling

He coul d hear the constant soft drip of the tunnels,
the thick trickle of viscous water, the nournfu
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soughi ng of warm subterranean wi nds, but his people
wer e gone.

Saul closed his eyes, stilled hinself fromhis toes
up. His joints ceased to work over each other; he
bani shed the sound of his blood, slowed his heart,
di spensed with all the tiny noises of his body. He
becanme part of the sewer floor, and he |istened.

The quiet of the tunnels appalled him

He rested one ear gently against the floor. He could
feel vibrations fromall around the city.

A long way off, sonething sounded.

A hi gh-pitched sound.

Saul snapped to his feet. He was sweating and trenbling violently.
The Pi per had cone here? WAs he in the sewers'?

Saul raced through the tunnels. He did not know
where he was running. He ran to kill the shuddering
of his legs, the terror he felt.

What was he doi ng here"?

He sped past a | adder. Maybe he shoul d | eave,

maybe it was tinme he left the sewers and ran for it

t hrough the streets above, he thought, but damm

it, this was his space, his safe haven... he coul d not
have it taken from him

He stopped still suddenly and cocked his head, |istening
agai n.
The sound of the flute was a little closer now, and
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he coul d hear a scratching around it, the sound of
claws on brick.

The flute slid violently up and down the scale, a
cacophony of quavers chasing each other in nad
directions. The flute and the claws were strangely
static. They did not grow nearer or further away.

There was sonething strange, Saul realized, about

the sound. He listened. Unconsciously he braced

hi nsel f agai nst the tunnel walls, spread his arns, one
above him one to his side, his legs slightly parted,
each clinmbing the gentle incline of the cylindrical
tunnel. He was framed by the passageway.

The flute trilled on, and now Saul coul d hear sonething
el se, a voice raised in anguish.

Lopl op. Squawki ng, emtting nmeani ngl ess, despairing
cries.

Saul noved forward, tracking the sounds through

the I abyrinth. They remai ned where they were. He

wound his way through the dark towards them

Loplop still shrieked internmittently, but his cries were
not pai ned, not tortured, but niserable. Loplop's

voi ce rose above the scrabbling - an orderly scrabbling,
Saul realized, an unearthly timed scratching.

The sounds were separated from himnow only by

thin walls, and he knew he was there, around the
corner fromthe congregation. The trenors had returned
to Saul's body. He fought to control hinself.

Terror held himhard. He renenbered the nunbing

speed with which the Piper noved, the power of his
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bl ows. The pain in his body, the pain he had nanaged
to forget, to ignore, reawakened and coursed through
hi m

Saul did not want to die.

But there was sonething not right about this
sound.

Saul pressed hinmsel f hard against the wall and swal | owed
several tinmes. He edged forward, to the

junction with the tunnel which contained the sounds.

He was very afraid. The nmad piping, Loplop's random
cries, and above all the constant, orderly scrabbling
against brick - everything continued as it had for
mnutes. It was |oud, and so close it appalled him

He | ooked around. He did not know where he was.
Deep sonmewhere, buried in the vastness of the sewer
system

He steeled hinmself, drew his head slowy, silently
around t he edge of the brick.

At first, all he could discern were the rats.

A field of rats, mllions of rats; a mass that started a
few feet fromthe entrance to the tunnel and multiplied,

bodi es piling upon bodies, rat upon rat, a sharp

gradient of hot little bellies and chests and legs. A
nmovi ng nountain, replacing those that fell with new

bl ood, defeating the urge of gravity to level its inpossibly
steep sides. The rats boiled over each ot her

They nmoved in tinme, they noved together
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Al together they pushed down with their right
forefoot, then all together with their left. Then the
back legs, again in tinme. They clawed each ot her

ri pped each other's skin, tranpled on the young and
dying - but they were one unit. They noved together,
intinm to the hideous nusic.

The Pi per was nowhere. On the other side of the

rat mountain Saul could see King Rat. Saul could not
see his face. But his body noved on the sanme beat as
those of his rebellious people, and he danced with
the sane disinterested intensity, his body stiff and
spasnming in perfect tine.

Lopl op cried again and again, and Saul glinpsed

him a desperate figure before King Rat, his fists
flailing against King Rat's chest. He pushed King Rat,
tried to nove himback, but King Rat continued with
his stiff zonbi e dance.

And behind themall, sonething hanging fromthe
ceiling ... sonmething energing, Saul saw, froma shaft
to the pavenents above. A black box, dangling at a
ridiculous angle, its handle tied to a dirty rope ..

A ghetto-bl aster.
Saul's eyes w dened in astoni shnent.

The fucker doesn't even have to be here, he
t hought .

He stunbled into the tunnel and approached the

seet hing mass. The flute was ghastly, |oud and fast and
insane like an Irish jig played in Hell. Saul edged f
forward. He began to pass straggling rats. The ghetto-J

326

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/China%20Mieville%20-%20King%20Rat.txt (329 of 422) [10/15/2004 2:24:58 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/China%20M i evill€9620-%20K ing%20Rat. txt

bl aster swayed slightly. Saul waded into the nmass of
rats. So many already, all around him and he had at

| east six feet to walk. It seened as if every rat in the
sewer had found its way here; nonstrous foot-Iong
beasts and nmewl i ng babi es, dark and brown, crushing
each other, killing each other in their eagerness to
reach the music. Saul pushed forward, feeling the
bodi es squirm around him A thousand claws ri pped

at him never in antagonism only in the ecstasy of the
dance. Under the rats he could see were |ayers that
moved sl uggi shly, tired and dying; and bel ow t hem

were rats who did not nove at all. Saul wal ked knee
deep in the dead.

King Rat did not turn, stayed where he was,

dancing at the head of his people once again. Loplop
saw Saul. He shrieked and pushed past King Rat,

| aunched hinself through the living wall towards Saul

He was ruined. His suit was filthy, and in tatters.
His face contorted, rage and confusion fleeting across
it.

He waded forward two, three steps, then stunbled

under the weight of enthralled bodies. He went under,
drowning in the seething nmass. Saul ignored him contenptuous
of him disgusted.

But he too found it difficult to nove; he pushed
through the rats, killing, he was sure, with each step
unwi | Iingly but inevitably. He swayed, regained his
bal ance. The cacophonous flute was utterly deafening.
Saul went down suddenly on one knee and the rats
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used himas a springboard, leapt fromhim tried to fly J
to the dangling stereo.

Saul swore, struggled to regain his feet, went under
agai n. He becane enraged, surged to his feet, spilling
rats as he rose. A few feet away he could see the pitifu
sight of Loplop's body bobbing bel ow the surface ofl

the rats, trying and failing to stand.

Saul shook hinself and brown bodi es spun through

the air. He could not reach the boonbox. He tugged

hard with his feet, which seened stuck as firmy as in
qui cksand. He roared, suddenly livid, pulled inexorably
through the mass of rats, stunmbled again, yanked

and forced his way through, past King Rat, to the

poi nt where the rats thinned out and the stereo hung
six feet fromthe floor

He reached up to it, and saw King Rat. He stopped
movi ng, shocked.

King Rat stood in thrall, his face slack, his linbs 1
SwWi ngi ng vaguely, stripped of dignity, a string of droo
stretching and snapping fromhis |ower jaw Saul J
stared, fascinated and horrified.

He hated King Rat, hated what he had done, but!
sonmething in himwas appalled at seeing himso shorn j
of power.

Saul turned and grasped the swi ngi ng box, pulled!
hard, snapping the rope.

He smashed it hard against the wall.

The nusic stopped at the instant of inpact. Metal
and plastic spattered out of the broken casing. Hef
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slanmed it twice nore against the brick. Its speakers
burst out of their housing. A tape flew fromthe ruined
cassette deck.

Saul turned and | ooked at the assenbled nultitude.
They stood still, confused.

Under st andi ng and recol |l ection seened to well

over themall simultaneously. In a panic, a terrified
flurry, the rats emtted a communal hiss and di sappear ed,
scanpering over each other, made cl unmsy by

the fallen.

The mountain crunbl ed and di sappeared. Lane

and ruined rats tried to followtheir fellows. The first
wave was gone; then the second wave, |linping after

them and the third wave, the dying, haul ed thensel ves
away, sliding on bl ood.

The ground was covered with bodies. Corpses |ay

two, three thick. Loplop crawled into a corner

King Rat stared at Saul. Saul |ooked back at himfor
a noment, then returned his attention to the ruined
stereo. He funmbled in the nmud until he found the tape.

He wi ped it, exam ned the | abel

Flute 1, it said. It was handwitten. It was Natasha's
writing.

"Ch fuck,' Saul shouted and pushed his head into
the crook of his arm 'Oh fuck, oh | eave them al one,
you fucker,' he breat hed.

He heard King Rat nove forward. Saul | ooked up
sharply. King Rat | ooked uneasy. He noved with a
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deferential cast to his linbs, resentnment curling his
mout h. He was intimdated, Saul realized.

Saul nodded.

"It's just noise to ne,' he whispered. He nodded
again, saw King Rat's eyes w den. 'Just noise.'

Wth a shriek Loplop saw Saul, ran towards him
flapping his rags and his arms, stunbled as he ran.

King Rat started. Saul stepped snartly out of

Loplop's way and watched as the Bird Superior

slipped in nmud, went over in a half-controlled fall and
banged his head agai nst the wall.

Saul gesticulated at King Rat, danced back a few

st eps.

' Keep that notherfucker under control!' he

shout ed.

Loplop still shouted, still yelled his incoherent cries

as he tried to stand. King Rat strode to where Loplop

slithered in nud, and gripped his collar. He tugged;

him pulled himalong the slippery sewer bottom;

Lopl op struggl ed and whi npered. At the entrance to'

the tunnel King Rat crouched before him held his|

finger before Loplop's face. Saul could not tell if he :I was speaking to Loplop, or nerely
holding himstill", with those eyes. Sone kind of communi cation passed ;j

bet ween t hem

Lopl op stared past King Rat at Saul. He | ooked |
afraid and enraged. King Rat regai ned his gaze and!
seened to say sonething, gesticulated. Loplop's eyes
returned to Saul, and the sane rage filled himas
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bef ore, but he backed away, noved away through the
tunnel s, di sappear ed.

King Rat turned back to Saul.

As he wal ked back through the bodies of the rats, Saul saw that King Rat had regained his furtive
swagger. He had conposed hinsel f.

' Back, then?' King Rat asked casually.

Saul ignored him He |ooked up into the shaft from
whi ch he had pulled the stereo. Several feet above, a
grille was visible, and above it the drab orange-shot
bl ack of the city night. Sonething was affixed to the
i nsi de of the narrow shaft.

'So what you here for, then, chal ?' asked King Rat,
hi s i nsouci ance wearing and affected.

Tuck you,' replied SauJ quietly. He stood on

tiptoe, reached up into the vertical tunnel. He could
feel a corner of paper flapping in wind. He gripped it,
pul l ed gently, but succeeded only in tearing the corner
away.

He | ooked down briefly. King Rat stood near him
hi s hands held uncertainly to his chest.

Saul | ooked around himat the corpses.
" Anot her fine display of |eadership skills, then, Dad.'

"Fuck you, you pissing little half-breed, I'Il kill
you. ..'

"Oh give it arest, old man,' said Saul, disgusted.
"You need ne, you know it, I knowit, so shut up with
your stupid threats.' He returned his attention to the
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tunnel. He junped up and grabbed the top of the
paper, pulled it down with himwhen he fell.

It cane away in his hands. He spread it out.
It was a poster.

It was designed by sormeone with Adobe Il 1l ustrator
a sixth-formaesthetic and too nuch tine.

Garish and junbl ed, a confusion of fonts and point
sizes, information crowding itself out and details
fighting for space.

A line drawi ng took up nost of the sheet: a
grotesquel y nuscled man i n sungl asses standi ng

i rpassi ve behind a tw n-deck turntable. He stood

with his arnms folded, as the chaotic witing expl oded
around him

junglist terror!!! it exclained.
One night of Extreme Drum an' Bass Badness!

10 pounds entry, it exclained, and gave the address of a a
club in the El ephant and Castle, in the badl ands of

South London; and a date, a Saturday night in early
Decenber.

Featuring da Cream of da Crop, Three Fingers, | Manta, Ray Wred, Rudegirl K, Natty Funkah
Rudegirl K. That was Natasha.

Saul let out alittle cry. He bent slightly, his breath 1
pushed from him

"He's telling us,' he hissed to King Rat. "He's inviting us.'

Sonet hi ng was scrawl ed on the bottom of the
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poster, an addendumin a strange ornate hand. Al so
featuring a special guest! it proclained. Fabe M

Jesus he was pathetic! Saul thought. He sank slowy

back against the wall as he grasped the paper. Fabe M Look, he's trying to play ganes, thought
Saul, but this

isn't his environnment, he doesn't know what to do, he

can't play with these words.

It nmade himfeel obscurely conforted. Even in the

m sery of knowing that his friends were in the hands
of this creature, this nonster, this avaricious spirit, he
felt a triunph in the ineptitude with which his foe
stunmbl ed on jargon. He was trying for nonchal ance,
scribbling an addition in Drum and Bass style, but the
| anguage was unfamliar and he had stunbl ed. Fabe

M It sounded stupid and contrived. He wanted Saul

to know that he had Fabi an, that Fabian would be at
the club, but he was not on his home ground, and his
clumsy affectation showed that.

Saul found hinsel f chuckling, alnmost ruefully.

"Bastard can't play no nore.' He crushed the paper

and threw it at King Rat, who had been hovering
nervously, resentfully. King Rat snatched it out of the
air. 'Fucker's telling us to come and get them' said
Saul , as King Rat opened out the sheet.

Saul pushed past King Rat, kicked his way through
the bodi es of the rat dead.

"He's operating like a fucking Bond villain,' he said.
"He wants ne. Knows |'Il cone for himif he dangles
ny friends in front of ne.'
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"So what's a rat to do?" said King Rat.

Saul turned and stared at him He knew, quite sud|
denly, that his eyes were as hidden to King Rat as King'
Rat's were to him

"What am | going to do?" Saul said slowy. "Atrap is <
only atrap if you don't know about it. If you know
about it, it's a challenge. I'mgoing to go, of course.'!
I"mgoing to Junglist Terror. To rescue ny friends.' *
He could feel that sentinment within himwhich had

di sturbed himbefore, a part of himsaying fuck it,

don't go, it's not your problem any nore.

That was King Rat's bl ood. Saul would not listen to \ it. / amwhat | do, he thought, furiously.

There was a long silence between the two of them

"You know what?' said Saul finally. 'l think you
shoul d conme too. | think you will.'
334
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CHAPTER TVENTY- FI VE

Squadrons of rats spread out across London. Saul
harangued themin foetid alleys, behind great plastic
bins. He raged to them about the Piper, told themthat
their day had cone.

The massed ranks of the rats stood quivering,

inspired. Their noses twi tched; they could snell
victory. Saul's words broke over themlike tides, swept
them up. He communicated with them by his tone;

t hey knew they were being conmanded, and after
centuries of furtive skul king they becane brave,

puffed up with mllennial fervour.

Saul ordered themto prepare. He ordered themto

search out the Piper, to bring Saul information, to find
his friends. He described them the black man and the
short worman bei ng kept hostage by the Piper. The

rats did not care about the people being held. They
represented nothing except a task set by Saul

"You are rats,' Saul told them sticking out his |ower
lip and jerking his head back |ike Missolini. They
gazed at him a shifting nmass of followers, peering out
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fromall the nooks and crannies of the building site
whi ch they had congregated. 'You're the sneakers, the.l
creepers, the rat-burglars. Don't conme to ne afraid of
being seen, don't come to ne with fears of the Piper's!
revenge. Why will he see you? You're rats... if he?
sees you you're a failure to your species. Stay hidden;
creep in the spaces in between, and find him and tell
me where he is.'

The rats were inspired. They longed to follow him *
He dismi ssed themwith a wave and they scattered hr
short-1lived bravado.

Saul knew that beyond the range of his voice, the;

rats' fear would quickly return. He knew that they i

woul d hesitate. He knew they woul d sl ow down as

they scaled walls, |ook around anxiously for himto:

shout themon, and that they would fail. He knew. they would slink back to the sewers and hide
until he |

found them and urged them out again.

But nmaybe one woul d be brave or |ucky. Maybe;

one of his rats would scale the walls that divided thej
Pi per's sanctuary fromthe outside, and pick a way!

t hrough the barbed wire, scanper along the pipes and!
the cables, cross the wasteland, and find him

Somewher e, squeezed into the air-conditioning

housi ng on the top of a financial building in the heartj
of the City, or in a bitunen-seal ed hole under a sub-J
urban railway bridge, or in a roomw th naw ndows|

in an enpty hospital beyond Neasden, or in the high*|
tech vaults of a bank to the west of Hammersmith, or
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in the attic above a bingo hall in Tooting, the Piper
was hol di ng Nat asha and Fabi an, waiting out the
week before Junglist Terror

Saul suspected that the Piper would avoid the gaze

of rats and spiders and birds. He was not afraid of

his adversaries, but there was no point advertising his
presence. He had issued his challenge, had told them
the night that they would die. The Piper had issued
themwith invitations to their own executions.

It might be that he was only concerned with Saul

with the hal f-and-half, the rat-man he coul d not
control, but he nust suspect that Anansi woul d be
there, too, and King Rat, and Lopl op. They were not
brave or proud. They were not ashanmed to turn down
chal | enges. But they knew that Saul was the only thing
that the Piper could not control, that Saul was the
only chance they had, and they knew they nust be

there to help him If he did not survive, they could
not .

The rats spread throughout London
Saul was al one anidst the rubble and the scaffol ding.

He stood in the centre of a wi de ruined | andscape, a
blitzed corner of London that hid behind hoardings,
in easy earshot of Edgware Road. A forty-foot by
forty-foot square, carpeted in crushed brick and old
stone and surrounded by the backs of buildings. On
one edge of the square a rough wooden fence hid the
street that flanked the site, and above the fence
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towered the old brick walls of ancient shops and
houses. Saul |ooked up at them On that side the
wi ndows were surrounded by | arge wooden franes,
rotting but ornate, designed to be seen

On all other sides the walls that enclosed himwere

vul nerabl e. They constituted the buil dings' underbellies,

soft underneath the aesthetic carapace. Qut of > sight of their facades, he was ringed by great
flat

expanses of brick, w ndows that spilt at random down

featurel ess walls. Seen from behind, caught unawares,

the functionality of the city was exposed.

Thi s point of view was dangerous for the observer, \ as well as for the city. It was only when it
was seen |

fromthese angl es that he could believe London had

been built brick by brick, not born out of its own';

mnd. But the city did not like to be found out. Evens

as he sawit clearly for the product it was, Saul felt irf]j

square up against him The city and he faced each 1

other. He saw London from an angl e agai nst which it|

had no front, at a tine when its guard was down.

He had felt this before, when he had left King Rat,!
when he had known that he had slipped the city's!
bonds; and he had known then that he had nade off

it an eneny. The w ndows which | oomed over

rem nded himof that.

In the corner of the square |urked obscure buil ding
machi nes, piles of materials and pickaxes, bags of cenent covered with blue plastic sheeting. The
| ooked defensive and overwhel ned. Just in front
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them stood the remants of the building that had been
pul l ed down. All that renained was a section of its
front, a veneer one brick deep, wth gaping, glassless
hol es where wi ndows had been. It seenmed mracul ous
that it could stand. Saul wal ked over the broken
ground towards it.

There were lights on in a few of the roons that

over| ooked himand, as he wal ked silently, Saul even
caught sight of movenment here and there. He was not
afraid. He did not believe that anyone woul d see him
he had rat blood in his veins. And if they did, they
nm ght be surprised to see a man striding by |anplight
in the forbidden space of a nascent buil ding, but who
woul d they tell? And if someone were, unbelievably,
to call the police, Saul could sinply clinmb and be gone.
He had rat blood in his veins. Tell the police to cal
Rent oki |, he thought. They m ght have a better

chance.

He stood under the free-standing facade. He stretched his arns up, prepared to scranble over the
city hinself, tojoin his enmssaries in their search. He

did not believe that he would find Fabi an or Natasha

or the Piper, but he could not fail to look for them To

acquiesce in the Piper's plans would be to abrogate his

own power, to becone collaborator. If he were to

meet the Piper on the ground the Piper had specified,

he woul d be dragged there, he would be unwilling. He

woul d be angry.

He heard a noi se above him A figure swung into
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view in one of the enpty wi ndowfranmes. Saul was
still. It was King Rat.

Saul was not surprised. King Rat followed him

often, waited until the rats had left, then poured scorn
on his efforts, ridiculed himin agonized contunely,

i ncoherent with rage at the behaviour of the rats who
had once obeyed him

King Rat grasped his small perch with his right

hand. He crouched, his left arm dangling down

between his legs, his head | owered towards his knees.

Seeing him Saul thought of a com c-book hero:

Bat man or Daredevil. Silhouetted in the ruined win- ', dow, King Rat |ooked |like a scene-setting
frame at the

start of an epic graphic novel

"What do you want?' Saul said finally.

In a sinew sliding movenent King Rat energed,
fromthe window and | anded at Saul's feet. He bentj
his knees on | anding, then rose slowy just before him|

H s face twi sted.
'So what silly buggers are you playing now, cove?
Tuck off,' said Saul and turned away.

Ki ng Rat grabbed hi mand swung hi m back to face

him Saul sl apped the other's hands down, his eyes]

wi de and outraged. There was a horrible unea

monent as Saul and King Rat stared at each other|

their shoulders wide, their fists ready to strike. Slowrj
and del i berately, Saul reached up and pushed King ]

on the chest, shoved himslightly back

Hi s anger boiled up in himand he shoved Ki ng Raf
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again, growmed and tried to make himfall. He punched
hi m suddenly, hard, and inmages of his father raced
through his nind. He felt a desperate desire to kil
King Rat. It shocked him how fast the hatred could
overtake him

King Rat was stunbling slightly on the uneven
ground, and Saul reached down to snatch up a half
brick. He bore down on King Rat, flailing brutally
with his weapon.

He swng it at King Rat's head, connecting and

sendi ng his opponent spraw ing, but King Rat hissed

with rage as he fell. He rolled painfully across the
shattered ground and swung his legs up at Saul, taking

hi m down. The fight becane a violent blur, a flurry of
arns and legs, nails and fists. Saul did not aim did not
plan; he flailed in rage, feeling bl ows and scratches
bruise himand rip his skin.

Bl ood expl oded froma vicious strike below his eye

and his head rocked. He slamred his brick down

again but King Rat was not there, and the brick struck
stone and burst into dust.

The two rolled and grappled. King Rat slid from

Saul's grip and hovered |ike a gadfly, ripping himopen
with a hundred cruel scratches and dancing out of the
range of retaliation.

Saul 's frustration overwhel med him He suddenly
broke of f his frenzied attack with a shouted curse. He
stal ked away across the rubble.

Anot her vicious half-fight. He could not kill him
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King Rat was too fast, too strong, and he woul d not*
engage Saul properly, he would not risk killing Saul, i)
King Rat wanted Saul alive, for all that he was grow ng!
to hate himfor his following anong the rats, for his;
refusal to obey him

Ki ng Rat shouted scornfully after him Saul coul d'|
not even hear what he said.

He felt blood well fromthe deep scratches on his

face and he wi ped hinself as he began to run, surefooted
despite the terrain. He threw hinself at one®

of the walls which overl ooked him scranbled up its
tender surface, slipping by those unadorned w ndows, 5

|l eaving a |l ong snear of blood and dirt on his way up the
bri cks.

He stared briefly behind him King Rat sat for;;
lornly on the hul king piles of cenment. Saul turned*
away from him and set out over the top of Londoifcf
He | ooked around himas he noved, and soneti nes!

he stopped and was still.

On the top of a school, somewhere behind Pad-*|

di ngton, he saw harsh security lights catching on

bill owi ng cobweb suspended bel ow the railings

topped the building. The fragile thing was enpty an<

| ong deserted, but he | owered hinself to the ground

and stared around him There were other, smalle

webs below it, still inhabited, less visible without th<
accunul at ed dust of days.
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He lowered his lips to these webs and spoke in a
voi ce he knew sounded renoved and intimate, |ike
King Rat's. The spiders were quite still.

"I need you to do what | say, now,' he whispered. 'I
need you to find Anansi, find your boss. Tell himIl'm
waiting for him Tell himl| need to see him'

The little creatures were still for a long time. They
seened to hesitate. Saul |owered hinself again

"CGo on,' he said, 'spread the word.'

There was another noment's hesitation, then the

spiders, six or seven of them tiny and fierce, took off

at the sane nonment. They left their webs together,

on long threads, little abseiling special forces, disappearing
down the side of the building.

Fabi an drifted on waves.

He was stuck very deep in his own head. H s body

made itself felt occasionally, with a fart or a pain or an
itch, but for the nost part he could forget it was even
there. He was conscious of al nbst nothing except perpetua
motion, a tireless pitch and yaw. He was not

sure if it was his body or only his mind which was

lulled by the liquid novenent.

There was a Drum and Bass backdrop to the hypnagogic rolling. The soundtrack never stopped,

sane bl eak, washed-out track that he had heard from
Nat asha' s stairs.

Soneti nes he saw her face. She woul d | ean over
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him nodding gently in tine to the beat, her eyes
unfocused. Sonetinmes it was Pete's face. He felt soup
trickle down his throat and around his nouth, and he
swal | owed obl i gi ngly.

Most of the tine he |ay back and surrendered to

the rocking notion in his skull. He could see al npbst
anyt hi ng when he just lay back and |istened to the
Jungle filtering from sonewhere cl ose by, tw sting
around himin a tiny dark room oppressive, stinking
of rot.

He spent a lot of time |ooking at his artwork in

progress. He was not always sure it was there, but

when he thought of it and relaxed into the beat, it

i nvari ably appeared, and then he woul d make pl ans,

scribble charcoal additions in each corner. Changing 'jjk this canvas was so easy. He could never
quite re- * nmenber the nonent when he drew, but the changes

appear ed, bright and perfect.

He becanme nore and nore anbitious in his

changes, going over old ground, rewiting the text

at the centre of his piece. Innotine at all it was
changed beyond recognition, as snoboth and perfect as
comput er graphics, and he stared at the | egend he
could not quite renenber choosing. Wnd City, it said.

Fabi an swal | oned the food he found in his nputh
and listened to the nusic.
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Nat asha spent nost of her tine with her eyes cl osed.
She didn't need to open themat all. Her fingers knew
every inch of her keyboard, and she spent her tine
playing Wnd City, tweaking it, changing it in slight
and subtle ways, to fit the exigencies of her npod.

Cccasional ly she woul d open her eyes and see with
surprise that she stood in unfamiliar environs, that she
was in the centre of a dim stinking space, that Fabian
danced horizontally, Iying down nearby, food drying

on his face, and that her keyboard was not in front of
her after all. But when she tweaked Wnd City, it

changed anyway, it did what she wanted, so she cl osed
her eyes and continued, her fingers flying over the keys.

Sonetines Pete would cone and feed her, and she
woul d pl ay hi mwhat she had done, still with her eyes
cl osed.

The rats had given up in fear and confusion. The great

cadres that had set out earlier in the night had dried

up, had sliink home to the sewers, but here and there the braver souls continued the search, as
Saul had

hoped they woul d.

In the streets of Camberwell they searched the cataconbs
of old churches. On the Isle of Dogs they ran

past Bl ackwal | Basin and scoured the decrepit business
park. The rats worked their way al ong the great

slit of the Jubilee Line extension, past vast hul king
machi nes that tunnelled through the earth.
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Their nunbers dw ndl ed. As the night wound on

nore and nore gave in to hunger and fear and forgetful ness.
They could not work out why they were

runni ng so hard. They could no | onger remenber

what their quarries |ooked |like. One by one they

sli pped back into the sewers. Sone fell prey to dogs

and cars.

Soon there were only a very fewrats |left searching.

"Lickle bird tell me you want talk to ne, bwoy.'
Saul | ooked up.

Anansi descended fromthe bough of a tree above
him He noved el egantly, belying his size and wei ght,
slipping smoothly down one of his ropes, utterly controll ed.

Saul | eaned back. He felt the cold weight of the
gravestone behind him

He was sitting quietly in a small cenetery in Acton

It was a tiny space that straddl ed the overland train
line, tucked behind a small industrial estate. It was
overl ooked on all sides by ugly functionality, a set

of grotesque flattened factories and suburban warehouses,
unconfortable in this residential zone.

Saul had wandered West London for a tine and
entered the graveyard to eat and rest, here am d the
cramred ur ban dead.

The stones were nondescript, apol ogetic.

Anansi cane to the ground silently a few feet from
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him stal ked past the | ow grey markers and crouched
besi de him

Saul glanced at him nodded in greeting. He did not
of fer Anansi any of the old fruit he had scavenged. He
knew he would not take it.

Saul sat and ate. 'Now was it really a little bird,
"Nansi ?* he asked mildly. "How is Loplop?

Anansi jerked his head.

"Hmstill screanmi ng angry, bwoy. H m nad, too.
Them can't understand him the birds dem H m have
| ost a kingdom again, think you take it fromhim'
Anansi shrugged. 'So we no have no birds. Just ny
lickle spiders and the rats, and you and ne.'

Saul bit into his bruised apple.

"And Lopl op?' he asked, and paused. 'And King
Rat ? They going to be there with us? They going to be
there when we take hin®'

Anansi shrugged again. 'Loplop is nothing, whether himthere or not. King Rat? You tell ne,
bwoy. He's your daddy ...

"He'll be there,' said Saul quietly.

The two sat for a while. Anansi rose presently and
wal ked to the railing in front of them |ooked over at
the train-line bel ow

‘"I've sent the rats to find the Piper,' said Saul, 'but
they' || fail. They're probably all sitting stuffing their
bellies right now They' ve probably forgotten what it

is | wanted themto do ..." He smled hunourl essly.
"W're going to face himon his terns.'
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Anansi said nothing. Saul knew what he was
t hi nki ng.

Anansi had to conme to the Junglist Terror, because

Saul would be there. Saul was the only chance he had

to defeat the Piper, but he knewit was a tiny chance;
he knew that he was wal king into a trap, that by being
there he was doi ng exactly what the Piper wanted. But

he had no choice. Because if he were not there, Saul's
chances of defeating the Piper were even smaller, and

if Saul failed, the Piper would have themall, the Piper
woul d hunt Anansi down and kill him

It was paradoxical. Anansi, King Rat, they were

ani mals. Preserve yourself, that was the whole of their
|l aw. And that |aw would conpel themto go to Junglist
Terror. To their alnpst certain death. Because

Saul had to go, because of his human friends, because
Saul was refusing to act as an ani nal .

Saul was going to kill Anansi

They both knew it. Saul was going to kill Anans

and Lopl op and King Rat, and Saul was going to die,

all in an effort to prove that he was not his rat-father's
son.

Anansi | ooked back at Saul and shook his head
slightly.

Saul returned his gaze.

"Let's tal k about what we're going to do, 'Nansi,

he said. 'Let's nake a iewplans ... let's not let everything go this fucker's way.'
They had spiders, they had rats ... they had Saul
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The Pi per would have to nake a choice. One of the
arm es woul d be defeated as soon as they all entered
the fray, but the Piper had to nake a choice. Anans
and his troops had half a chance of remaining free
fromthe Piper's thrall. And so did the rats.

A handful of rats still scoured London for..
somnet hi ng. ..

They coul d not renmenber exactly what.

These were the pride of the nation. These were
the bravest, the fattest and strongest and sl eekest, the
| eaders of the pack.

As snooth as seals through the water they roaned.

One raced like a chubby bullet along the Al bert
Enbanknent .

It had cone up fromthe kitchens of St Thomas's

Hospital, next to Waterl oo, there on the South Bank

of the river. It had snatched food to fortify itself, had
searched the attic spaces and cellars. It had run like a

ghost through the hospital, leaving its footprints in
thick dust, dirtying obscure and forgotten di agnostic
machi nery.

It had passed through others' territories, but it was
a great big aninmal, and it was on royal business. They
did not challenge it.

It had found nothing. It nade its way out of the
bui | di ng.
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In the open space it scanpered al ong the bank of
the river towards the nedical school

The Thames glinted balefully beside it, oozing

fatly through the city. On the opposite bank stood
West m nster Pal ace, London's absurdly crenell ated

seat of power. Its many lights flickered on the river's
ski n.

The rat stopped.

Lanbet h Bridge | oomed up over the water before
it, darkening the muck of the Thanes.

An indistinct shape bobbed sullenly in the water

beside it. An ancient barge, one of the various hul ks
that littered the river, untended and ignored. It heaved
gently to and fro in the current, little waves sl apping
its greasy boards |ike petulant children. The corpse of
a boat, its black wood | eprous and decayi ng, a vast
tarpaulin slung across it like a shroud.

The rat nmoved forward nervously, stopped, uncertain.

It strained its ears. It could hear sonething, faint
and sinister. Sounds emanating from under the heavy
wat er proof cl ot h.

The barge rocked back and forth. The water was

digesting it. But in the neantine, before the wood
splintered and di ssolved into the Thanes, soneone

was on the vessel, desecrating it, interrupting its |long
deat h.

Two old ropes still tethered it to the bank. One
di pped in an el egant curve bel ow the surface of thej
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water, but the other was nearly taut. Tentative, the rat
stepped onto the mooring. Like a tightrope wal ker it
scurried over the water

It slowed as it approached the boat. Foreboding

flooded its tiny brain, and it would have turned to run
if it could, but the rope was too narrow. The rat was
stuck with its choice, its inpetuous courage.

The rope was strung |ike a necklace, w th huge

| unpy beads designed to inpede a rat's progress. But
unabl e to turn back, and dreading the water, the rat
was tenacious. It hauled itself over the inpedinments
until only a few feet of rope remained.

Stealthy now, silent, the rat continued. The sound
fromthe barge was clearer now, a | ow repeated

thunp, a thin, plaintive wailing, the creaking of wood
under novi ng bodies. Wth

the lightest of touches the rat set foot on the

bar ge.

It crept around to the side, seeking a gap in the
tarpaulin. It could feel vibrations in the wood that
were nothing to do with the water.

Slinking below the boat's lip, the rat found a pl ace
where the material was rucked up, where it could
creep through tunnels left between folds in the heavy
canvas.

It made its way through this maze until it could
hear soft murnurings. It could feel the tarpaulin
opening up around it.
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Wth a nose twitching nmaniacally, the rat crept
forward, peered furtively up into the barge.

There was an incredi ble stink. A mxture of decay,
food, bodies and old, old tar. The tarpaulin was
stretched out on a frane to make the barge a floating
tent. The rat could see by the weak |ight of a torch
suspended fromthe frame. It pointed directly down
and its anbient |ight was poor, so everything in the
roomwas glinpsed, half-seen, noticed briefly as the
noti on of the boat swung the torch one way, then | ost
as its oscillations took it away again.

A low, very quiet bass thunp pervaded the tiny
space.

In one corner a man lay on the floor. He | ooked feverish, nmoved his arns and legs as if he were
dancing, his face thrashing uneasily fromside to side.

A woman stood nearby, facing away fromhim Her

eyes were cl osed. She nodded her head and noved

her hands in abstract, exact patterns in front of her, her
fingers flying, tracing intricate notions.

Their clothes were dirty. Their faces were thin.

The rat stared at thembriefly. Saul's descriptions
were nuddled in its mnd, but it knew that these two
were inportant, it knew that it had to tell Saul what it
had found. It turned to run.

A foot slammed down on its escape route, closing
of f the way through the cloth.

The rat bolted in terror.

It ran around and around the room everything a
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dark blur, between the |legs of the standi ng wonan,
under the arms of the lying man, scratching madly at
the cloth all around in a frenzy of fear

Then suddenly it heard a quick whistling, a jaunty
marching tune, and it stopped running, filled with
wonder and amazenent. The whistling segued gently

into the sounds of sex, and the slopping of rich, fatty
food falling to the ground, and the rat turned and
marched in the direction of the sound, eager to find al
t hese good t hi ngs.

Then the whistling stopped.

The rat was staring into a man's eyes. Its body was
held fast. Frantic, it bit down, drew bl ood, savaged the
fingers which gripped it, but they did not rel ax.

The eyes gazed at it with a lunatic intensity. The rat
began to screamin terror

There was a brief and sudden notion
The Piper slamed the rat's head agai nst the wooden

floor again and again, until it had lost its definition
becone just a flaccid, indistinct appendage.

He held the little corpse up to his face, pursed his
I'ips.

He reached down for the small ghetto-blaster on

the floor, and |owered the volune still further. Wnd City could stil

al nost subl i m nal
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Fabi an and Natasha turned sinultaneously, | ooked
at himin confusion and surprise.

"I know, | know,' he said, nollifying. 'You'll have
to listen really hard. | have to turn it down a bit. W're
attracting attention. W don't want to do that yet,
right?" He smiled. 'Save that for the club. Right?

He noved the ghetto-blaster closer with his foot.
Spent batteries lay all around it, noving uneasily with
the current.

Nat asha and Fabi an subsided into their previous
poses.

Fabi an sank back and began to paint.

Nat asha continued to play Wnd City. They both
strained their ears a little, and heard what they were
| ooki ng for.

Warily, the Piper lifted a corner of the cloth. H's pale
eyes scanned the darkness around the boat.

No one was passing by on Al bert Enbanknent; J
Pete saw by the lights of the Houses of Parlianent.

He reached out and dropped the rat's body into the Thanes.

It circled, one speck of dirty darkness anobng nany

in the water. The current pulled it slowy, tugging it ,|
beyond Westmi nster, carrying the little cadaver way'

out to the east.

354

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/China%20Mieville%20-%20King%20Rat.txt (357 of 422) [10/15/2004 2:24:59 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/China%20M i evill€9620-%20K ing%20Rat. txt

PART SI X

JUNGLI ST TERROR

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/China%20Mieville%20-%20King%20Rat.txt (358 of 422) [10/15/2004 2:24:59 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/China%20M i evill€9620-%20K ing%20Rat. txt

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/China%20Mieville%20-%20King%20Rat.txt (359 of 422) [10/15/2004 2:24:59 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/China%20M i evill€9620-%20K ing%20Rat. txt

CHAPTER TWVENTY- SI X

Jungl e ni ght.

It was in the air. The sharp-dressed youth who
congregated on the El ephant and Castle could taste it.

The cl ouds were | ow and noving very fast, ruddy
with street lanp light, billow ng up from behind the
skyline. London | ooked like a city on fire.

Police cars swirled epheneral through the streets,
streaki ng past those other cars that prow ed towards
Lanbet h, stereos punping. The strains of Dancehal

and Rap, blunted and | anguorous, and everywhere

Drum and Bass, febrile and poi sed, savage and i npenetrable.

The drivers leaned their arms out of open w ndows,

nodded lazily in time to the nusic. These cars were

full, bursting with designer clothes and basslines. For
the cruisers, the evening kicked in at the zebra crossings
and red lights, when they could stop, engine

idling, beats pounding, visible in all their finery. They
drove fromjunction to junction, searching for places

to be still.
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A hundred sl ogans boomed out of a hundred car

wi ndows, the sanples and shouted decl arations of the
classic tracks being played, a hundred preludes to

t he eveni ng.

M Lovernman, cane the shouts, and Check yo'self.
Gangst a. Junp. Fight the Power. There is a Darkside.

I could just kill a nman.
Six mllion ways to die.

They only had eyes for each other that night. They
drove and wal ked the streets |ike conquistadors in
Karl Kani, Calvin Klein and Kangols. In wafts of

col ogne the honeboys and rudegirls, the posses and
massi ves clained the streets south of Waterl oo,
striding past the intimdated natives as though they
wer e shades.

Touching fists and kissing their teeth, the massed
ranks nmoved in on the venue. Irish boys and Cari bbean
girls, snmooth Pakistani kids, gangstas in huge

coats muttering into nobile phones, DJs with record
bags, precocious kids aping the studi ed nonchal ance
of the elders ..

They made their way into the Jungle.

Here and there the police lurked in corners. Sometines
they were judged worthy of a contenptuous

gl ance, a sneer, before the |lights changed and the
drivers nmoved on. The police watched them whispered
to their radios in garbled code. The air teened

with their electronic hisses, warnings and prophecies,
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unheard by the gathering, swanped by urban
br eakbeat s.

The night was fraught, full of |ooks held too |ong.

In the dark streets the warehouse shone. Light
spilled fromits crevices as if it were a church.

Li nes stretched out before the entrance. The bouncers,
vast men in bonber jackets, stood with arms

fol ded |Ii ke grotesque gargoyl es. Feudal hierarchies
asserted thenselves: the serfs in line, clanpburing at the
gates, staring enviously at the DJs and the hangers-on,
the nmovers and shakers of the Drum and Bass scene,

who sauntered casual ly past them and nurnured to

the guards. For the noblest of them even checking the
guest |ist was unnecessary.

Roy Kray and DJ Boom Nuttah and Deep Cover

famliar froma hundred CD covers and posters, were

waved in without denmur. Even the preposterously

proportioned bouncers showed their obeisance, as

their inpassivity became nonentarily nore studied. Droit de seigneur was alive and kicking in the
El ephant

and Castle that night.

If any of the assenbl ed had | ooked up they mi ght

have caught a glinpse of sonething |urching across

the sky, seemingly out of control. A bundle of rags as
big as a man, buffeted through the air. It was not at
the nercy of the wind: no wi nd changed direction as
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violently or as fast as the shapel ess nass, no w nd
could carry such bul k

Loplop, the Bird Superior, arced and wheel ed

above the streets, staring down at the dirty map bel ow

him staring up into the night stained orange by

diffuse light, falling, rising, his ears filled with ringing.

He could not hear the city. He could not hear the
predatory grunting of the cars. He could not hear

the thud thud thud enmanating fromthe warehouse

The intricate hairs and bones in his ears had burst, and
the canals were bl ocked with dry bl ood.

Loplop had only his eyes, and he searched as
best he could, weaving silently between buil di ngs,
perchi ng on weat hervanes and springing into the sky.

The air was slowy thickening with birds. The few
that had been awake as Lopl op sped by had cried

out, pledged their fealty, but he had not heard them
Confused, they had risen fromthe eaves and the
branches of trees, had followed him screamnmng out to
him frightened by his wild flight and his ignoring of
them Huge ponderous crows circled him Loplop

saw them and shouted wordl essly, clutching at the
authority he had | ost.

The birds wove el egantly around each other, their
nunmbers growi ng. Their eyes darted fromside to side
in confusion. In the mdst of their slow wheeling
Lopl op rose and sped and zigzagged and fell - a wild
card.

The birds could not obey their general
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El sewhere in London, other arnmies were al so
massi ng.

The wal s and corners of houses were enptying

out. Fromcrevices and holes all over the city, the

spi ders streanmed. They scuttled in their millions, little
snudges racing across dirty floors and through

gardens, descending on threads from buil di ng tops.

They craw ed over each other, a sudden, nervous nass

of bl acks and browns.

Here and there their squadrons were seen. In
children's bedroonms and backstreets, the night was
punct uat ed by sudden screans.

Many died. Crushed, eaten, lost. Ruined chitin and
snear ed bodi es narked their passing.

Sonet hi ng sparked deep in the spiders' tiny brains.

A sensation that was not the hunger or fear or

not hi ngness that were previously their lot. Trepidation?
Exci tement ? Vi ndi cati on?

The city lights glinted mnutely on the spiders
mul tiple eyes. Cose set and i npenetrable, as cold and
disinterested as a shark's ... except tonight...

The spiders trenbl ed.

In the wilds of South London, Anansi watched
fromrooftops. He could feel the air shifting. He could
taste the presence of his troops.

The sewers boiled with rats, incited to a frenzy.

Their Crown Prince had passed anbng them Sau
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had spread the word. He had conmanded them controlled
them sent themforth.

The rats surged through the tunnels like a flash .,#%flood. Smaller tributaries streaned into the
mai n
branch, bodies on bodies, fat and fast.

They poured under the streets and over the skyline.
Up in the canopy of the city, in the thin air, rats
bounded over walls and between partitions, scrabbled
al ong sl ates and behind chi meys.

The river was no obstacle: they found their way
across al nost w thout pause.

Different dirt, different packs, a hundred different
snells ... all the tribes in London running for the
south, gnawing on forgotten filth and shaking wth
adrenal ine, ready for battle. An enornous sense of
wrong had been encoded in their genes for years,

eating themalive like a cancer, and for the first tine
they could snell a cure.

Rats spewed out of a hundred thousand hol es and
converged on the wastel ands of South London, a
scratching, biting mass, hungry and scared, trying to
be brave.

Insidiously, furtively, the rats gathered round the
war ehouse, and wait ed.

The war ehouse was a spark plug. It crackled with
energy. It was surrounded by invisible circles, waves
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and cadres of rats and spiders, crowned with confused,
wheel i ng birds, penetrated by people.

It was a magnet.
Lopl op still watched from above.

Anansi scanned the rooftops.

"Where the fuck is she at?

Three Fingers, wiry and cant ankerous, addressed

his question to one of the bouncers. The huge man
shook his head. Fingers danced fromside to side in
frustration. The wet thunping of basslines and beats
well ed up behind him He felt as if he could | ean
backwards on the sound w thout falling, cushioned,
held in the air.

He stood at the entrance to the warehouse, gazing

out at the crowd assenmbled in the forecourt. He had
been on the top step for sone minutes, waiting for

Nat asha. Al the other DJs had arrived. Fingers had
already had to rearrange his running order a little, in
case Natasha did not appear. He trotted down the

stairs into the courtyard, strode out to the split in
the wire-nesh fence and | ooked up and down the

street.

Swaggeri ng dancers were still appearing fromall

over, converging on the warehouse. Looking absurdly
drab in their mdst, a few |l ocals passed by, staring at
Fi ngers and gl anci ng uneasily at the warehouse it up
and poundi ng, nmonstrous in the dull light.
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A tall figure rounded the corner and bore down on
him C ose behind himappeared two figures, a slim
bl ack man and a short wonan. Fingers started, |ooked
hard. It was Natasha.

"Wiere the fuck have you been?' shouted Fingers,
smling tightly, aniable but pissed off. He strode off
down the street towards Natasha and her escorts.

She | ooked anmmzing. Her hair was pulled up into a

hi gh, coiling ponytail. Her body was sheathed in
atiny bra-top, reflective red, and her trousers were so
tight they | ooked painted onto her |egs. She wore no
jacket, nothing on her thin arnms or midriff. She nust
be freezing, Fingers thought. He shrugged: no surrender
to confort in the style war. But he was

surprised. Wienever he had seen her DJ before, S

Nat asha had resol utely dressed down, in clothes that
wer e baggy and confortable and nondescript. But not
tonight. Gold glinted in her ears and around her neck

Fi ngers stopped short, waited for her to cone to
hi m

She was approaching with an odd gait, he realized,

a peculiar hybrid, at once arrogant sashay and aimnl ess
wander. He noticed that she was wearing a wal kman,

as was the guy next to her, Fabian. Fingers had net

hi m once before. He was as dressed up as Natasha,

and wal king in the sane hal f-lost manner. It suddenly
occurred to Fingers that the two of them m ght be

hi gh, and he gritted his teeth. If she was fucked up and
couldn't perform...
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The tall man reached himfirst and proffered a hand,

whi ch Fingers stared at, then shook perfunctorily.

Fuck knew where Nat asha had picked this one up, he thought. An enmbarrassing grin, his blond hair
enticed

into a ponytail it clearly resented, and cl othes that

procl ainmed his indifference to fashion. Incongruously,

his face was covered in thin, half-healed scratches. If

he hadn't been with Natasha, he woul d never have got

past the bouncers. 'You

must be Fingers,' he said. 'I'm Pete.

Fi ngers nodded briefly and turned to Natasha. He

was about to harass her about her late arrival but, as
he opened his mouth, her face passed from shadow

into the dimglow of a street lanp and his conplaints
di ed unsai d.

Her nake-up was inmacul ate and excessive,

vanpi sh, but it could not disguise how thin and pal e
she | ooked. She | ooked up at himwi th eyes that did
not properly focus, smled abstractedly. Drugs for
sure, he thought again

' Tash, man,' he said uneasily, 'are you OK?

Behi nd hi mthe thunping beats of the warehouse
were audi bl e, a backdrop to his conversation

She cocked her head, pulled the headphone from
one ear. He repeated his question

'"For sure, man,' she said, and he was a little
reassured. Her voice sounded firm and controll ed.
‘"W're ready to go.'

Fi ngers realized that Fabian was noddi ng his head
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slightly, intine to the beat passing through his
headphones, his eyes unfocused.

Nat asha fol | owed Fingers' gaze. 'You'll be hearing
that later,' she said softly. "You can join in. | swear
you'll love it. Have you got a DAT player in there?

Pete brought mine, in case.' She paused and gave
anot her wan snile. 'You have to hear what |'ve been
doing. It's special, Fingers.'

There was a silence Fingers did not know how to
fill. Eventually he inclined his head for themto follow
him turned and wal ked back towards the warehouse.

It felt like a |ong way.

As he wal ked, he heard a brief sound, a snatch of
billowi ng and snapping |li ke a sheet bei ng shaken out.
He turned, but saw nothing. Pete was |ooking into the
sky, smling.

G ddy with excitenent and terror, Loplop spun in
circles in the air, passing through narrow passages
bet ween buil di ngs, searching for Anansi. He caught
a glinpse of his nude torso tucked under the eaves
of a building. Loplop hovered before himlike

a hunm ng-bird, screeching i ncoherently. Anans
under st ood. He gl owered and nout hed sonet hi ng.

He's here. The Piper's here.
Lopl op nodded, shrieked, disappeared.
Anansi whi spered into his hand, rel eased the tiny

spider held therein. It scuttled away from hi m down
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the side of the building, to the bottom of the drainpipe,
where anot her five conrades awaited it. They

caressed the newconer with their |ong, powerful |egs,

| eaned in close and gazed into one another's eyes.

Then all six turned and di sappeared, their paths

form ng an expandi ng asterisk, until each spider net
others of its kind, waiting, and there was another brief
conference, and nore nessengers joined the throng,
exponentially, faster and faster, and word spread

anong the spiders |ike contagion.

Directly opposite the warehouse rose a high red wall,
the boundary of a | ong-gone factory. Behind it was a
smal | area of urban scrub, and beyond that a thickset
tower bl ock, fabricated fromgrey slabs, that overl ooked
t he warehouse and its courtyard.

On the top of the block's flat roof, something

noved under a pile of old cardboard. Stealthy hands

with filthy nails crept gingerly out from underneath

and gently cleared a small space. Two indistinct eyes
peered out as Natasha, Fabian and Pete foll owed

Fingers up the stairs of the warehouse, past the bouncers
and into the buil ding.

The cardboard rose, then fell away as Saul stood.

He was still for a nmonment, breathing deeply,
cal ming hinself, slowing his heart.

H s old clothes, stolen fromthe prison, fluttered
around hi m

367

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/China%20Mieville%20-%20King%20Rat.txt (370 of 422) [10/15/2004 2:24:59 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/China%20M i evill€9620-%20K ing%20Rat. txt

f He closed his eyes briefly, rocked on his heels, then *

snapped to attention, scanned the air for any signs of 2
Lopl op coming for him J*

It was partly in case of such an attack that he had **
conceal ed hinself, but there was nore and less to it -]
than that. He could not speak, could not talk to f
Anansi, could not nmake any nore plans. He gave an
enpty smile. As if they had come up with any plans.

*B

This was the night when it would all happen. This *

was the night when he would free hinself, or the night
he would die. And he wanted to be al one in London
using the city as his clinbing frane, asserting hinself
al one, before the night came for him

And as he had known it woul d, the night had cone.
It was time to nove.

aul leant forward, grasped the gutter with both
hands, shook it vigorously, testing its strength.

Hs legs bent alittle for |everage, he paused, then
vaul ted over the edge of the building.

Saul swung round in mid-air, his hands |eapfroggi ng

over each other as he renewed his grip,

tugged hinself out of his acrobatic arc and into a sharp
si deways novenent, curtailing his curving passage

and slithering along the gutter to the drai npipe.

He slipped down it as if it were a firefighter's pole,
hi s hands and feet noving inperceptibly fast to avoid
the bolts that tethered it to the wall
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He touched down on the desiccated earth and
nmoved through the desultory patches of dandelions
and grass into the shadow of the wall.

Saul clicked his fingers inperiously. Inmediately a
dozen little brown heads poked up from hiding places
behind old bricks, fromholes in the earth, cavities
inthe wall. The rats watched him twitching in
excitement and fear.

"It's time," he said. 'Tell everyone to get ready. |'l]
see you in there.' He paused, and spoke his fina
words with a flat excitenment, a fatalistic thrill. "In you

go-
The rats bolted.

Saul ran with them He overtook them ran through
themlike a synbol of victory. He slunk along the top
of the wall, invisible. He crossed the road unseen, now
in the shade of a car, now fl attened agai nst a buil di ng,
now as a passer-by; into the gutter and out, over the
wal | and al ong the side of the warehouse, past the

wai ting crowds wi thout giving thema second gl ance.

The air was thick with the taste of al cohol and scent,
but Saul held his nose through that.

He kept his nose clean to snell his troops.

Up a | ow garage and across its coll apsed skylight, a
ranp onto the crunbling brick walls of the venue,
clinging to forgotten nails and the undersides of heavy
old wi ndows. He gripped the edge of the gently

sl opi ng roof and bent his | egs against the wall. He
could feel the bricks vibrate with bass. Then, just as
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Ki ng Rat had done so long ago, on Saul's first night
anong the beasts, before he had eaten their food,
when he was still human, Saul pushed out with his

| egs and swung around in a perfect circle, |anding
solidly on the warehouse roof.

He slithered quickly up the slates towards the
massi ve skylights. They were cracked all over, a few
seconds' work to pry open and push aside, opening
the way to an attic space, a dusty wooden fl oor that
junped with the bass frombelow, as if the building
itself was eager to dance to the nusic in its bowels.

Saul paused. He could taste a nass novenent in the

air. He could sense the migration of the conpact little
bodi es, was aware of the exodus of his troops fromthe
streets and sewers and scrub, towards the gl owi ng

buil ding. He could feel the scratch of claws on concrete,
the feverish searching for causeways and fl aws

in brick.

The rats and Saul left the relative safety of London's
ni ghtl ands and entered the warehouse, the frenzied
jaws of Drum and Bass, the domain of snoke and

strobe lights and Hardcore, the Piper's lair, the heart
of Darkness, deep in the Jungle.

The wooden boards drumred under Saul's feet: the
dust notes woul d not settle but hovered instead in an
i ndi stinct mst around his ankles. He crept the length
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of the long attic. In the corner of the great dark space
there was a trapdoor.

Saul flattened hinself against the floor and tugged

at it very gently, raising it slowy away fromthe surroundi ng
boards. Music and coloured |ight and the

snel |l of dancers spilled through the slit to which he

put his eye.

The lights bel ow spun and changed col ours, illumi nating
and obscuring, bouncing off suspended gl obes

and di ssipating throughout the hall. They cut through

t he darkness, confusing as nmuch as they el uci dat ed.

A long way bel ow hi mwas the dancefl oor. It was

a hal [ uci nogeni ¢ vision, shimering and net anor phosi ng
like a fractal pattern, feverish bodies noving in a
thousand different ways. In the corners lurked the

bad boys, nodding their heads, no nore than that, no
reaction to the overwhelming nusic. On the floor the
har d- st eppers, swinging their arms, |oose-linbed and
syncopat ed; and those on speed and coke, |udicrously
trying to keep up with the BPM shifting their feet
like lunatics; the rudegirls, arns spread w de, wi nding
their hips slowy to the bassline, a barrage of colours
and cl ot hes and undress. The dancefl oor was ti ght
packed, thronging with bodies, decadent and vibrant,
thrilling, communal and brutal

As he watched, a strobe light kicked in, transforning
the room nonentarily into a series of frozen
tabl eaux. Saul could investigate individuals alnost at
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his leisure. He was struck by the multiplicity of
expressions on the faces bel ow

The Drum and Bass felt as if it would |ift the hatch
out of the floor, off into the sky. It was unforgiving, a
puni shing assault of original Hardcore beats.

Alittle below himan iron wal kway described the

edge of the hall. It was deserted. There was a | adder in
one corner, tucked up under the wal kway and secured

with chains. It was designed to swing down to

another, similar |edge further down. This |ower |evel
was crowded with bodies, people |ooking down on

the dancers ten feet bel ow

Saul cast his eyes around the hall. There was a tiny
novenent in the corner opposite him

Red and green lights swirled around a bl ack shape
suspended fromthe ceiling. Anansi swung gently
fromone of his ropes. His arms and | egs were tucked
up i mpossibly tight. H s knuckles were just visible,
nmoti onl ess, and stretched taut from grasping.

He swayed fromside to side, buffeted by sonic
vi brations. Saul knew that Anansi's army was with
him around them both, invisible and ready.

Directly bel ow Anansi, Saul saw the stage raised
above the dancefloor. His breath quickened a little:
there, framed by two col ossal speakers, were the
decks.

Behi nd the stage a huge graffito was hung: the sanme
grotesque DJ who had adorned the poster, and the
| egend Junglist Terror!!! was wit very |large. Dwarfed
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by the unlikely figure on the canvas, the DJ | abouring
behi nd the decks paced quickly to and fromhis record
box, a bul ky pair of earphones tucked agai nst one ear
He nmoved with a controlled, feverish energy. Saul did
not recognize him As he watched, the nan deftly
segued between two tracks. He was good.

Behind him Saul felt the tentative lick of a rat
tongue on his hand. He was no | onger al one.

"Alright,'" he whispered, and stroked the little head
wi t hout | ooking backwards. 'Alright.

Saul opened the trapdoor. He poked his head

upsi de-down into the hall, breaking the surface
tension of the nusic and imersing hinself init. He

| owered hinself gently to the iron grille below The
beats were overwhel mi ng. They crept into every

crevice of the room He felt as if he was noving
underwater. He was al nost afraid to breathe. Qut of
the corner of his eye he saw Anansi notice him and he
rai sed his hand.

It was sweltering in the hall, as hum d and heavy

as a rainforest. The condensed heat of the dancers
envel oped him He pulled off his shirt. Gly dirt
coated him He realized that it was weeks since he had
seen his own body. The shirt had becone his fur.

He renenbered the touch of the rat above, and he

reached up to wedge one sleeve of his shirt under the
open trapdoor's hinge. He pulled at the other sleeve
until it was stretched taut, tied it to the railing which
encl osed the wal kway. Al nost imediately, two rats
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scurried along this greasy canvas bridge and | eapt onto
the iron.

O hers would be joining them thought Saul as he
wat ched them race away al ong the ranpart, finding
their way down.

Sweat trickled down his body, cutting channels in
the grime which covered him He felt no shame. Hi s
st andards had changed.

Saul flattened hinself against the wall and crept

forward towards the decks, keeping his eyes fixed

on the stage below him He | owered hinself as he
advanced. By the tine he had covered half the I ength

of the wall, he was slithering along the cold iron like a
snake. He pushed his face to the gaps in the grille, his
eyes darting urgently fromside to side. He craw ed
slowy forward.

Even through the pervasive clouds of col ogne and
sweat and drugs and sex, Saul could taste rat. The
troops were arriving in force, waiting for his signal

He gl anced up. Anansi flickered in and out of existence
in the quickfiring lights.

A door opened at the back of the stage.

Saul stiffened.

Nat asha emerged fromthe depths of the building,

into the sound and fury.

Saul caught his breath. He gripped the grille on

which he crawl ed until his fingers hurt. She | ooked
breat ht aki ng. But she was thin, nuch too thin, and she
moved as if she was in a dream
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VWhere was the Piper? Was she here of her free will? Saul stared at her in consternation. He saw
headphones

on her ears and was nmonentarily confused how

could she listen to a walkman in the niddle of a

club? - before he understood. He caught his breath,

wat chi ng her bob her head, noving to a different

rhythmfromthe rest of the dancers. He knew what

she was listening to, he knew whose nusic it was.

In one hand she held a case full of records, in the

ot her a squat box, sone piece of electronics, trailing
wires. He could not see what it was. Natasha tapped
the DJ on the shoulder. He turned and touched fists
with her, shouting aninatedly into her ears. As he
spoke she busied herself plugging the box into the
sound system noddi ng occasionally, whether in

answer or in response to the nusic in her ears Saul
could not tell

The DJ renoved his huge earphones and pl aced

them over Natasha's ears, hesitating for her to renove
her snmall wal kman ear pi eces. Wen she did not, he
shrugged and pl aced the | arger ones over the top of
them and | aughed. He di sappeared into the door from
whi ch Nat asha had ener ged

Nat asha rifled through the records she had

brought, pulled sonething out, twirled it elegantly
and bl ew dust fromit. She placed it on the turntable
and hunched over, spinning it, smoothing it back

with her fingers, listening through the tune on her
wal kman, m xing the beats, until she stood straight,
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with her fingers poised, and let a burst of piano spil
over fromthe twelve-inch she had selected into the
tune now conming to an end.

It was inpossible to tell where one started and the

ot her ended, the m xing was seanl ess. She pull ed

the record back, let it forward again a little, pulled it
back, scratching playfully Iike an old school rapper
finally releasing her hand and switching off the first
tune in a snmooth novement, unl eashing the new

bassl i ne.

She stood back without a trace of a smile on her
I'ips.

Saul knew that he had to get down to her, had to

take the phones from her head and nmake her understand
the danger she was in. But this must be exactly

what the Piper had in mind for him The cheese in his
trap.

The door opened again and two nore figures

appeared. The first was Fabi an. Saul was appall ed,
nearly leapt to his feet. Fabian was even nore
enmaci at ed and exhaust ed-1 ooki ng than Natasha. His
finery could not disguise that. He was |inping. Like
Nat asha, he wore wal kman headphones. It was that

beat, the tune that only he could hear, that propelled
Fabi an f orward.

Behi nd hi mwas the Piper.

As he entered the room he stopped, breathed in
deeply, gave a huge smle. He spread his arns w de as
if he would enbrace all the dancers bel ow him
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Fabi an stayed very close to him

Saul | ooked up at Anansi. He was oscillating on
his rope, his sudden tension comunicated violently
t hrough hi s body.

Rush hi n®?
Shoul d we rush hin? thought Saul frantically.
What is to be done?

Anansi and Saul were paral ysed, caught in the gaze
of a snake. And the Piper could not even see them

Nat asha turned and saw her two conpani ons. She

hel d out her hand and the Piper pulled sonething out

of his pocket, tossed it across the stage to her. As it
curved through the air it was transfixed for a nonent

in a beamof white light. It seened to freeze, letting

Saul examine it at his leisure. It glinted, a small plastic
case, like a cassette but smaller, squarer

A DAT.

A Digital Audio Tape. Natasha used themto record
her tracks.

He screaned and | eapt to his feet as Natasha's hand
cl osed around the tape.

The cavernous space was full of sound, there was no roomfor his paltry screech

hear it hinself in the cacophony of beats and basslines.
The dancers danced on, unperturbed, Natasha turned
towar ds the decks, Fabian continued his shanbling

little rotations... but the Piper turned his head

sharply at the inperceptible sound, stared up, through
the cat's cradle of |ight beans, past the too-cool bodies
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on the | ower wal kway, up into the shadow of the roof,
gazing directly into Saul's eyes.

The Pi per gave a jaunty wave, and grinned. He was
burning with triunphalism

Saul propelled hinself along the gantry while the

Pi per | aughed on the stage. The dancers were obli vious.
The beats seened to sl ow down, everything

was slow, Saul could see the mass of bodies bel ow him
sink and rise ponderously.

He pounded along the iron towards the corner

wher e Anansi hung, paral ysed. He stared through the
floor at Natasha wal king slowy towards the DAT

pl ayer she had plugged in, reaching out with the hand
hol di ng the tape. Saul |ooked up as he drew near
Anansi, who swung from side to side, around and
around, a usel ess pendul um

Saul had not stopped shouting. He was ulul ating
appal lingly as he ran. Anansi | ooked up at him As
Nat asha slipped the tape into the deck and crooked
one of the headphones agai nst her shoul der, Saul
grabbed the rail with his left hand and vaul ted up high
nmoving so slowy he could stare at the faces bel ow
him all the individuals that nade up the bouncing
mass. He brought his feet down together on the
railing, bent down and | eapt out, sending hinself
through the air, flying above the dancers |ike a
super hero.

Anansi's eyes wi dened as Saul surged towards him
his arnms flailing, legs tucked up in front of himlike a
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| ong-j unper. Saul spread his arns and | egs w de, and
crashed into Anansi forty feet above the stage.

He clutched at Anansi, hugged hinmself to him He

felt himself lurching crazily back and forth through
the air, heard Anansi yelling sonething at him The
rope hol ding the two bodi es was vi brating, dangerously
taut. Saul was screaning into Anansi's ears.

"Down!"' he screaned. 'Go down now '

Saul felt himself drop and his stomach lurched. His
descent snpot hened out as Anansi nani pul ated the
fibres in his hand. Snpother than any abseil er,

the spider-man and his cargo sank swiftly towards the
st age.

As they plumeted, Saul and Anansi spun around

their centre of gravity, and the room whirled around
them Saul caught glinpse after glinpse of the dancers,
frozen, gazing at the men dropping out of the air.

Sorme | ooked aghast or confused, but npst were

| aughi ng, enrapt at this new entertai nnent.

"Run! Get the fuck out!' screaned Saul, but the
Jungl e was renorsel ess, and no one heard hi m except
Anansi

Saul | ooked down, eight feet fromthe stage, rel axed
his grip and dropped from Anansi |ike a bonb.

He was rigid, his quarry dead in his line of flight.

Even over the Drum and Bass beats, Saul thought he

heard a collective gasp. H's face set as he fell, his |egs
strai ghtened, but the Piper had been watching and

he danced ninbly to one side, away from Saul 's
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puni shing boots, leaving Saul to slaminto the wooden stage.

He staggered but remained on his feet. The decks

were so well supported that the record playing did not
even skip at his arrival. Saul | ooked on in horror as
Nat asha's hand ti ghtened on the DAT player's vol une
control, her face furrowed over the headphones as she
prepared to mx fromthe record to the tape, waiting
for the right noment in the beat.

Saul | eapt towards her, prepared to throw her away
fromthe decks, to hurt her if need be, rage and fear
filling him but as he neared her sonething slamed
into himfrom behind and he went spraw ing, flying

off to the side of the stage. Natasha did not even | ook
round.

Saul rolled on the floor, tw sted, and pulled hinself
back up.

Fabi an was bearing down on him

H's friend was not |ooking at him was focusing
over Saul's shoul der, just as Lopl op had done that
night in the flat. He nmoved towards Saul w thout
pausi ng, his arms outstretched like a cinematic
zombi e.

Behi nd Fabi an, Saul saw Anansi touch the stage,

only for the Piper imediately to smack himhard in
the mouth, sending himsprawing. But Saul's attention
was taken by the tiniest of notions: Natasha's

hand turning the volune slowy up.

Saul barrelled into Fabian, trying to run through
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him overpower him and his friend held himfast,
twisted as Saul tried to run past him The two cane
crashi ng down, Saul's hand outstretched, an inch from
Nat asha' s shoe.

She nodded in satisfaction and turned up the DAT.

Everything froze

There was a sublime nonent. Everyone was

utterly still: the dancers, the men who had junped on
stage to break up the rights they saw there, Saul, rigid
with despair.

The beats that slid insidiously fromthe speakers
were all at the high end, cynbals, no bassline. Atiny
snatch of piano cried out plaintively.

But it was the flute which held the attention

A sudden burst had heral ded the song, a trill that
had erupted into the rooms collective consci ousness
and cleared the mnds of the |isteners. As Sau

wat ched, Natasha renoved her headphones and her

wal kman. No need for themnow. This was the song

she had been listening to. Behind him Fabi an rose and
followed suit.

The snatch of flute had shocked the dancers into

subni ssion, and now it faded, |eaving only echoes and

the sounds of radio static, the ghosts of dead stations
rolling over the beat and the soulless piano. Still there
was no bassline. Saul could not get up. He saw the
dancers begin to shake their heads and extricate
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thensel ves fromthe snares of the flute, and then
anot her burst exploded into the roomand with comcally
precise timng, the assenbled throng all snapped back upright, their eyes rapt.

And then again. Again.

The Piper stared at Saul, the ami able cast of his
face belied by his ghastly w de eyes, ferocious with
pl easure.

"You |l ose,' he nputhed to Saul

Saul glared balefully at the Piper. He raised his arm
theatrically, and caught Anansi's eye as he struggled to
his feet. Shaking, Anansi inmtated him

Toget her, they brought their arns down.
"Now ' Saul shrieked.

Fl oorboards and pi pes boiled over with rats. Saul's
crack troops exploded into the room racing voraciously
through the frozen |l egs of the dancers

towards the stage. The walls erupted as spiders burst
fromthe pores of the building and spilled like liquid
towards the Piper.

At that nonent, the bassline of Wnd City burst
into the room pared down and sinple. And riding it,
sailing over the troughs and peaks of beat and bass,
was the flute.

The dancers noved as one.
They nmoved in tinme, dancing again, an incredible
pi ece of choreography, every right foot raised

toget her, com ng down, then every left, a strange
| anguor ous hardstep, arms swinging, legs rigid, up and
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down in tine to the beat, obeying the Piper's flute.
And every step ained at a rat.

Thi s was war.

The rats were righting now, |eaping onto bodies

and backs. The dancers' wunearthly unity slowy dissolved
as they fought their snmall, vicious enemes

wi t hout that dislocated | ook ever |eaving their eyes.

The spiders had reached the stage now, with the
vanguard of the rats, and both arm es swarned
towards the Piper. Anansi rose behind himand
lurched forward, slammng his arnms into the Piper's
back, but his power was di m ni shed by the nmen who

|l eapt forward to hold him They did not |Iook at him
They held their heads to the side to hear the nusic,
and they did what the nusic told them Wth a
strength that was not theirs they hurled Anansi backwards
into the wall. He shouted at his troops,
gesti cul at ed.

Saul slithered across the floor towards the decks,

t he DAT pl ayer, the source of the nusic. Instantly

Nat asha turned and stanped on his hand with her

I ong heel. He screeched in pain, slithered away again,
tried to get past her, but she stanped again and

again, faster and faster, until it seenmed inpossible that
she renmi n standing.

Soneone behi nd Saul grabbed himand pulled him
up and with a sudden surge of righteous anger he
el bowed themin the face. The head snapped back
and lolled, the body staggering but sonmehow kept
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standi ng by the nusic. Saul turned, his hands cl aws,
and his rage dissipated in horror. Hi s assailant was
about seventeen, a chubby Asian boy dressed in his
Jungl i ng best, now spattered with blood. H s nose was
a mess in the mddle of his face and still he tried to
keep tinme to the beat.

Saul pushed himaway hard, out of the fight.

He realized that the dancers were slowy approaching

the stage, fighting and scratching, hurling

rats and spiders against the walls, ripping at themw th
their teeth, all the while cocking their heads thoughtfully
to hear the notes of Wnd City. The fucking fl ute!

It was multilayered, alienating, frightening, a cacophonous
backdr op

More and nore dancers | eapt onto the stage, their

clothes clogged with bl ood, rat and human, with fragnments
of fur, their faces shredded by tiny claws. Saul

could taste the rat blood on the air. It flooded him
wi t h adrenaline.

Spiders and rats covered the stage, swarned up the

| egs of Fabian and the dancers. Fabian tugged at the fat
bodi es of rats and sl amred t hem underf oot where

their legs and spines and skulls cracked and they

craw ed off to die. He slapped at hinself and danced
fromleg to |l eg, snearing spiders into the wood.

Saul coul d hear Anansi bel | owi ng.

Saul turned and nade for the decks again. Fabian
ki cked himin the crotch from behi nd and Nat asha
stanped at his shoul der. He noved, avoi ded being
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i npal ed, but hands grasped his | egs and tugged him
violently across a floor slippery with rat bl ood and
crushed spiders, slid himaway from Natasha and the
DAT pl ayer, slamred himinto a wall. Bodies fel
across him inhumanly strong knees crushed his back
he was pinioned by a score of arns and | egs.

Saul coul d hear Anansi shri eking.

He | ooked up, saw the Pi per bent over Anansi, the

spi der-nan hel d down by several dancers. Wth his

head | ow agai nst the boards, all Saul could see of the
dancefl oor was the bobbi ng heads of the dancers.

It was a vision of hell, rats and spiders and bl ood
swarm ng over the damed.

Fabi an stunbled into his view, and Saul | ooked up

at himand back at Natasha. They were invisible
beneath a second skin of spiders, a thick skittering
mass. The tide of spiders spilled towards the Piper
Anansi kept shri eki ng.

The Pi per | ooked up, caught Saul's eye, and | ooked
briefly at the spiders approaching him

"Shall | show you ny new party trick? he said.
Hi s voi ce sounded close and intimate in Saul's ear
whi spered through the Jungle and the flute.

The Piper flickered his eyes briefly at the decks.
Sonet hi ng changed in the flute.

The sanples were | ooped and laid one on top of the

other, and as he listened Saul realized that one of
the | ayers was soaring, changing, becom ng staccato
and breathl ess. Anansi was suddenly silent.
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As it reached the Piper's feet, the tide of spiders
st opped dead.

He's changing the nmusic! He's changing his choice! thought Saul. He's going for the spiders
i nst ead!

But the dancers kept dancing, even as the spiders
began to nove together, incredibly, undulating with
the beat. The circle of spiders around the Piper's feet
expanded, gave hi m space.

Still the dancers did not stop dancing. The spiders
coating the bodies of the dancers dripped off them
and scuttled onto the stage. Natasha and Fabi an were
uncovered, their skin covered in tiny welts and sores,
dead spiders dropping fromtheir clothes and nouths.
They resumed their war against the rats.

The Pi per began to | eap, higher and higher, from

one foot to the other, without taking his eyes from

Saul 's. Saul |ooked down at the Piper's feet. As he
junped, a little group of spiders would dance out, in
time to the nusic, and stand bel ow him arrangi ng
thensel ves into the shape of the underside of each

shoe. They would wait patiently as he plunged

through the air and destroyed them exactly, the

carnage of each step pre-enpted by the spiders thensel ves,
queuing up to die.

'You see, Saul ?' whispered the Piper across the
slick, stained stage. 'That's the joy of Jungle. Al those
layers ... | can play ny flute as many tines as | want, all at once ..
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The dancers kept dancing, and the spiders stil
waited to die.

Anansi sat up, his eyes glazed with delight at the
spider nmusic in Wnd City. An idiot's grin spread
across his face. His left armwas missing at the
shoul der, his side awash with bl ood, his shoul der a
mass of ruined flesh and bone.

The Pi per watched Saul's face.

"Yes, cruel, | know, to pull the Iegs off spiders, but
this one had caused me no end of trouble.’

He pushed Anansi's head back to the stage.

Saul 's shout was drowned in the Drum and Bass

and flute. He struggled violently, but was held fast by
the dancers. He could feel themnove slightly with the
beat as they leant on him

The Piper leapt up, pulled his |l egs up hard and
stanped down with all his strength.

Bones crunched and split in Anansi's head.

Saul collapsed with a how .

The wood of the stage heaved and buckl ed. Sonet hi ng
burst through the boards in front of the Piper. Saul
caught a nonentary glinpse of a back, of wiry arns
snappi ng out |ike whipcord and grasping the Piper's
ankl es, then tuggi ng sharply and di sappeari ng back
under the stage.

The Pi per was gone. The nusic still blared, Saul
was still pinioned, the rats still fought and bit and
387
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scratched, the dancers still fought back and nassacred
rats and danced, but the Piper was gone.

Saul could feel the vibrations of some huge battle
bei ng waged under him He tugged at the arns

hol ding him They were obscenely strong but quite
still. They held himtight but did not punish himfor
his pointless struggles.

The wood under his stomach |urched as sonething

was thrust against it. Alittle to one side of himhe
heard a systenatic poundi ng, sonrething slamed

again and again into the wood. Splinters of wood that
fringed the hole in the stage spilled gently into the
dar kness bel ow.

Spi ders poured into the hole, and Saul saw the back
of a nearby dancer |owering hinmself into the dark

Saul pounded suddenly at the wood under his

body, thrust his fingers into the tiny gap between two
pl anks, ignoring the skin he |left behind. He had no

| everage, this was the wong angle, but adrenaline gave
him strength, and he tugged and ripped at the boards
beneath him His fingers shoved into the small cavity
and scrabbled for purchase. He was straining, shoving
upwards, feeling the board resist, then relax as old
nails sprang fromtheir noorings and the board went
flying awnay.

He stuck his head into the darkness.

There, rolling in the dirt, his eyes frenzied and |ivid,
his veins bulging with fury, was the Piper. And
clinging to himlike a linpet, the heel of his right hand
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shoved hard into the Piper's nouth, his teeth bared
and snapping at any of the Piper's linbs in reach, his
claws scratching, his old coat wapping around the
two bodies like a living thing, was King Rat.

Hi s hand streaned with bl ood fromwhere the

Pi per gnawed at him but he woul d not rel ease the

Pi per's nouth. He swarned with spiders. Behind him

t he di m shape of a dancer, bent double under the stage,
flailed at himwith his arnms. King Rat rolled from side
to side to avoid him desperate to stay out of reach

King Rat stared up at Saul. H's eyes begged for
hel p.

Saul saw the dancer's arms wind around King Rat's
neck, begin to bend inexorably backwards.

He tugged desperately at the hands hol ding him

straining against themwith all his strength, arching his

back. They pushed hi m down so he suddenly acqui esced, rolling slightly and squeezi ng hinsel f
t hr ough

the thin slit in the wood, being shoved through to

freedom by those trying to constrain him until he

dropped suddenly and | anded across the Piper's feet.

He yelled with triunph, and turned.

"Hel p me,"' hissed King Rat between cl enched teeth.

H s head was pull ed back at a grotesque angle, his

arms were losing their grip on the Piper, his hand
having to strain harder and harder to block the Piper's
nmout h. The man behi nd hi mwas slow y defeating

him nade preternaturally strong by the nmusic which
surrounded them
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Saul stormed through swat hes of dancing spiders
and punched hard at the face of the man hol di ng King
Rat .

He saw that it was Fabian just as his fist connected.

Saul had hit himhard, with all his rat-strength, and
Fabi an's head rolled on his shoul ders dangerously fast,
teeth splintered in his nouth, but he retained his grip
on King Rat, and continued to pull

The Piper was pulling free, his teeth ripping at King
Rat's hand, a growl of triunph bubbling bloodily out
frombehind it.

"Hel p nme,' repeated King Rat. Desperately Sau

grabbed at Fabi an, shoved himthis way and that, with
all his strength, but the flute had entered Fabian's sou
and not hi ng would nove him [|f that punch did not

do the job, Saul knew he would have to kill Fabian to
get himoff.

"Hel p me,' said King Rat once nore.

But Saul had hesitated too | ong and Fabi an pulled
King Rat free of the Piper.

"Yes!' The Piper was standi ng before Saul, filthy,

scratched and quivering, spilling spiders in all directions.
He grabbed Saul's collar, heaved himw th those

i nsanely strong arms, sent himflying through the hole

in the stage back out into the heat and noi se and bl ood

of the club.

Saul | anded awkwardly, skidded across the splintered
wood.
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The Pi per rose behind him dragging King Rat by
the hair.

Wnd City was | oopi ng, again and again. Saul was
sure it covered the whol e DAT, perhaps an hour | ong.

You | ose!' the Piper shouted to Saul. 'You and your

daddy and uncl e spider and the birdman, you | ose, because

now.

Your friend showed ne how, Saul...' He waved his

hands at the walls where the spiders were dancing in
little circles. He gesticulated at the dancefl oor where

can play ny flute as often as

t he dancers junped up and down to Wnd City, drenched in blood, stanmping on dying rats.

He rel eased King Rat into the arns of the dancers
on the stage. King Rat sagged w th weakness and
def eat .

Saul was exhausted. He felt nore hands grab him
The Pi per sauntered towards himand crouched in
front of him just out of reach.

'See, Saul,' he whispered, Tmnot just going to kil

you. Before you die, Saul, |'mgoing to nake you
dance for me. You think you're so special, don't
you? Well, I'mthe Lord of the Dance, Saul, and

before you die you're going to dance for ne. Wy do

you think I let your pathetic little army fight to the

| ast gasp?' He indicated the dancefloor, where | acklustre
little battles were still continuing, where the

routed rats were being systematically destroyed as

t he dance conti nued.

"You see, | wanted to explain to you, Saul. You see
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how | can nake the peopl e dance and the spiders?

See how !l did that? Well, | can nmake the rats dance
too, Saul. And you're the fanobus half and half, aren't
you? Eh? The rat-boy? Eh? Well, |I'm already playing

for the people, Saul, so half of you is dancing, even if

you can't feel it. So when | start playing for the rats, Saul, then |I'mplaying for both your
si des. See? See,

you little fucker? | didn't know what |'d found when

I checked your address book, tried to find you. Just

turned up at the one with stuff scrawled next to it...

and see what | found. Your friend Natasha, who

showed ne how to make ny flute multiply ...'

The Piper grinned and patted Saul's face gently,

then backed away towards the decks. Behind him

stood Natasha, her clothes ruined, her face coated in
bl ood as thick as oil

The dancefl oor still surged, but an odd cal m had
settled on the stage.

"I"'mgoing to play for both your halves, Saul,' he
said. 'I'mgoing to make you dance.

He | ooked up, raised his finger like a conductor and

t he musi c changed agai n.

The beat was sustained, the bassline unchanged, the
static and the hesitant piano continued... but the
flute soared

Across the top of the nellifluous and pointillist
flute lines that seduced the dancers and the spiders, a
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third | evel of sound sprang into being. An unsettling,
crawl i ng denocracy of sem tones and m nor chords,
pauses punctuated by surreal bursts of noise, nusic to
make the skin craw . Rat-nusic.

All across the dancefloor, the rats that had not fled
or died were suddenly still.

Qut of the corner of his eye Saul saw Ki ng Rat

stiffen, his eyes glaze and focus on sonething just out
of sight. And as he saw that, Saul felt hinmself jerk
upright, listened to the nusic, heard it with a wave of
amazenent, stared w de-eyed at the bursts of |ight
around him saw through the speakers and the wall s,
felt his mnd open up.

A long I ong way away he heard a hi gh-pitched

| augh, saw the Piper |ying back, being borne around
the roomon the raised arnms of the dancers, but that
didn't bother himnow The hands that held himwere
gone. Saul stood and paced to the centre of the stage.
Al'l he could concentrate on was the nusic.

There was sonething just out of his reach ..
Just out of his reach ... there was beautiful food ..

He could snell it... he could taste it on the air, and
sex, he felt his cock stiffen, his nmouth was watering,
his feet propelled him he did not need to think of
where to wal k, the responsibility had been taken from
him he obeyed the nusic, two tunes at once, the rat

and the man, the nmellow and the frenzied, spilling
around each other, filling his m nd.
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Beside him he was dimy aware of King Rat, pacing
fromside to side, his feet ponderous but enthusiastic.

"Dance!' The conmand cane from across the fl oor
where the Piper rode the arns of the crowd like a
sportsman, a hero, a dictator

(bedi ence cane easily to Saul. He danced.
Har dst eppi ng.

Wth the fighting stopped, everyone in the hal

coul d dance, the people and the spiders and rats that
were still alive, all nmoving in tine, getting down as
one, as the Piper laughed delightedly. Saul was vaguely
aware of being pleased, moving in a tight circle, eager
for the food and the sex and the nusic, proud to be
part of this hall, this great gestalt.

The Piper had ridden the tops of the dancers all
around the hall in his triunmph, a lap of honour, and
through a blissful haze Saul saw the tall figure step
snoot hly back onto the stage

Saul danced for joy, opened his arms wi de. This was

hi s epi phany, he was filled with nusic, two strains of
musi ¢, his mnd relaxed and floating, his feet revelling
in the dance, gazing up and around at the bobbing

bodies on all sides of him the faces of the

wor shi ppers ... Saul was ecstatic.

The Piper smiled, and Saul sniled back

He was vaguely aware of words being spoken, felt
his feet propel himforward, across the big stage,
towards the Piper, who waited for him sonething
long and glinting in his hand.
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Saul heard between beats.

to ne...
dance for ne ... cone ...

He stepped forward, shifting intime to the two
tunes he coul d hear, eager to dance.

But somet hi ng was wrong.
There was a di sturbed nonment. Saul hesitated.
The two flutelines were di ssonant.

Saul put his foot on the stage and tried to dance, but
a shadow had crossed his nind.

The flutes jarred with each other

He was suddenly aware of their raucous discord.

Hi s hunger and desire burned as strong as ever, but

he could not see, he was blind, pulled in different

directions, shaken by the aesthetic antiphase of the two flutes.

And as he listened, standing suddenly outside the
musi ¢, looking in, desperate to get back, he sensed
the great cavity between the flutes.

And pushing its way through the gap, vibrating in
his gut, ever-present, the foundation of the nmusic, the

begi nni ng and the end-point of Jungle, there cane
t he bass.

Saul stood poised, imobile, centre stage.
The flute and the bass surged inside him

The flutelines swirled around him inveigling their
way past his defences, seducing him urging himto
dance, teasing his rat-mnd and his humanity in turn
But sonet hing inside himhad hardened. Saul was
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straining for sonmething else. He was listening for the
bass.

The words of a hundred sl ogans raced through his
m nd, the endl essly sanmpled H p Hop and Jungl e
paeans to the | ow end.

DJ! Were's the bass?

Bass! How | ow can you go?
R-r-r-roll the bass.

Da bass too dark .

Here's the bass.

Here's how | ow t he bass can go
l... 1"lIl roll with the bass.
Because the bass too dark ..

Because the bass is too dark for this, thought Saul
suddenly, with shocking clarity, the bass is too dark to
suffer this, the insubordinate treble, fuck the treble,

fuck the ephenera, fuck the high end, fuck the flute, and as he thought this the flutelines faded

in his mnd

becane nothing nore than thin, clashing cacophonies, fuck the treble,

dance
to Jungle what you followis the bass ..

Saul rediscovered hinself. He knew who he was.
He danced agai n.

This was different. He was fierce, swi nging his arns
and |l egs |ike weapons. He danced with the bassline,
rolled over the beats ... ignored the flutes.

It was the bass that set the agenda. It was the bass
that made the song. It was the bass that united the
Junglists, that cemented their comunity, that built a
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roomfull of dancers, something far stronger than this
hi ve m nd.

The Piper was still waiting for him Saul saw a
renewed smle spread across his face. He had seen Saul

falter. You wanted nme to dance, didn't you? thought Saul

waltz to ny death ... and now |' m danci ng, you think
your treble won, don't you?

Saul danced closer and closer to the Piper. The
Pi per held his flute close, flush with his body like a
Sanurai sword. The Piper's arns were tense.

Two flutes aren't enough, thought Saul, giddy with
power. He danced on, approaching his eneny. The

Pi per sniled and raised his right hand, the hand
holding the flute, held it high, quivering, ready to
strike.

Saul cane cl ose enough to touch

' Now dance on the spot, ratling,' said the Piper
softly.

He swung the flute.
The strike was cocky, cavalier and ill-tinmed, the Piper

waiting for his prey to walk into the path of the
wi cked silver club

I nstead, Saul stepped inside the killing bl ow

He nmoved in a blur of rat-speed, channelling all his
frenetic panic and power, burning calories fromold
food. He turned as he stepped forward and reached up
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with his right hand, grabbing the flute and twi sting,
spinning round in a full circle, tugging at the cold
metal, ripping it out of the Piper's too-confident
fingers and bringing his left armup and around,

| ooki ng over his left shoul der as he spun, and sl anm ng
his elbowinto the Piper's throat.

The Pi per staggered backwards. H s eyes bul ged

and stared at Saul in disbelief. He retched, clutched at
his throat, sucked at the air. Saul stal ked towards him
hol ding the flute. The Drum and Bass was poundi ng

in his ears. It wasn't the Piper's song any nore; it was
the drums he heard, the drunms and the bass.

' One plus one equal s one, notherfucker,' he said,
and brought the flute up hard under the Piper's jaw

The Pi per staggered back but did not fall. '"I'mnot rat
plus man, get it? I'mbigger than either one and I'm
bigger than the two. I'ma new thing. You can't nake

me dance.' He slammed the flute against the Piper's
tenple, sending the tall figure spinning across the
stage in a spray of blood, towards where King Rat stil
danced.

The Piper twirled an ugly pirouette but still did not
fall

Saul advanced on him hitting himagain and again
with the flute, brutal and unforgiving. He punctuated
his assault with procl amations.

" Shoul d've just killed nme. You're too strong for ne,

but you had to get cocky. Well, I'mthe new bl ood, notherfucker

parts.
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You can't play ny fucking tune, and your flute neans nothing to ne.'

Wth the last strike, the Piper went down in the

shadow of King Rat. His |l egs fol ded and he sat down

hard on the floor, his back to the brick wall. He stared
up at Saul, horrified and broken. His face was crushed
and spoilt. Blood slid over the silver of the flute. The
Pi per's eyes were glazed with agony and with affront,
with outrage at this man who woul d not dance to his

t une.

His breath rattled grotesquely in his throat. He
fought to speak, failed

Saul | ooked up. The dancing figures that filled the
roomwere slowing down. The flute was nutating

folding in on itself. It could not sustain itself wthout
the Piper's will. People's faces were confused, their
heads lolling as if in uneasy sleep. The rats and spiders
were twi tching pathologically as the flutelines that

hel d t hem i npl oded.

King Rat fell to the floor and tw sted in agony,
pul ling hinmself out of the spell.

Al ways the strongest, thought Saul

He | ooked back at the Piper, collapsed on the floor
Wth puffy Iips and bl oody teeth, the Piper smled.

Saul held the flute like a dagger, raised it over his
head.

There was a Stygian runble deep in the walls. The
stage shook. Saul staggered.

"What the fuck...?' he said.
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The floor lurched, shook violently. Saul fell backwards.

Above the Piper's head a split appeared in the wall
thin and unnaturally straight as if scored with a vast
razor. The stage shook until all the dancers had fallen
It was only because it was on DAT, safe fromthe
caprice of styluses and shocks, that Wnd Gty did not
falter.

The split w dened and spread downwards, opening
the bricks behind the Piper's back. The rent in the wal
opened onto a sheer darkness.

The Piper fixed Saul with his little snile

The darkness w dened and sucked at the air in the
room As if a wi ndow on an aeropl ane had burst,
papers and cl othes and fragnents of spider corpses
whirled through the air into the bl ack.

He opened a mountain once before, thought Saul

urgently, he can open up a wall. He's heading for
hore.
The Piper was quite still as the split pulled itself

open behind him the eye in a tornado of detritus that
filled the room Saul planted his feet wide and got to
his knees, adamant that the Piper would not escape

out of the world.

Then, as he steadied hinself and gripped the flute
once nore, ready to strike, he heard a thin, desperate
keening fromthe pit that was opening.

A child' s voice

Saul froze, aghast. The Piper was still. He did not
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rel ease Saul's gaze. He did not stop smiling. The split
behi nd his back was a foot wi de now, and he began to
wiggle his way into it, holding Saul's eyes all the tinme.
The pathetic wail stopped abruptly.

And just as abruptly a chorus of terror welled out
of the darkness, hundreds of tiny voices scream ng
stripped raw, mad with fear

The | ost children of Hamelin could see the light.

Saul fell back in a paralysis of horror

H s mouth was stretched wide but only tiny noises
burst out. He reached out to the split in the wall,
power | ess, usel ess.

The Pi per saw himcrunple, and w nked.

Later, he nouthed, and put his hands to each side
of the split, gave a little wave.

A growing thing shoved into Saul at a fierce speed
and tore the flute fromhis hands.

King Rat gripped the flute with both hands and

| eapt at an inpossible angle fromSaul's lap to the Piper's side. H's teeth were clenched, his
feral roar

barely contained. Hs overcoat whipped in the vortex

of wind. The Piper |ooked up at him stupid and

conf used.

King Rat's growl burst, becane a frenzied bark, he
drew back his arns, holding the flute Iike a spear.

He punched it into the Piper's body with an ani nal
strengt h.
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The Pi per gave a shout of amazement, |udicrously
bathetic with the nusic and the wails of the children
behi nd hi m

The flute punctured himlike a balloon, shoved

deep into his belly. His face went white under the

bl ood, and he gripped King Rat's arms, clinging to
themwith all his might, holding the hands that held
the flute close to him staring into King Rat's eyes.

Everyt hing was poised, for a noment. Everything
hung i n the bal ance.

The Piper fell backwards into the dark
King Rat fell with him

Al'l Saul could see was the curve of King Rat's back,
whi ch lurched forwards and stopped abruptly. The slit
was suddenly cl osing around him the voices of the
children were nore and nore plaintive and distant.

King Rat's back wiggled and his arns energed

above his head, holding the great rent open for half a
second nore as he braced hinsel f and shoved back
fromthe brink, falling across Saul

The two sides of the rip net and resealed with a
faint crunch.

The Pi per had gone. The cries of the children had
gone.

Only the Drum and Bass coul d be heard.
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CHAPTER TVENTY' S EVEN

Saul lay still, exhausted, listening to King Rat breathe.

He roll ed away, crawl ed across the stage. He surveyed
the room

The disco lights still spun and stuttered pointlessly.
The weckage of the hall did not seemreal. It was a
carnage of blood and sweat, dead rats, crushed spiders,
col | apsed dancers. The walls were foul with a thousand
different stains. The floor was slippery and vile.

The dancers shuffled like revivified corpses fromside
to side, ruined, their eyes closed, shifting their weight
fromfoot to foot, as the beat of Wnd Gty droned on
and the flute continued to degrade. Al over the hal
dancers were falling.

Saul stunbl ed across to the decks and ripped the

| ead fromthe DAT player. The speakers went dead.
Instantly, all around the room the dancers dropped,
fainting where they stood, as still as the dead. It
| ooked like the aftermath of a mmssacre.

The spiders and rats still dancing when the music
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stopped were still for a nonment, then bolted. They
quit the hall and di sappeared into the London night.

Saul | ooked around the hall, searching for his
friends.

There, under the heavy body of a huge dancer, |ay
Nat asha. He tugged her free, crooning.

' Tash, Tash,' he whispered, w ping the blood from

her face. She was scratched and ripped, her skin welted
with the poison of a million tiny spiders, covered with
brui ses and rat-bites, but she was breathing. He

hugged her very hard as she lay there, and squeezed

his eyes tight closed.

It had been so long since he had held one of his
friends.

He put her gently down, searched for Fabian

Saul found himlolling out of the hole King Rat had
pushed through the stage. He al nost wept to see him
He was badly damaged, his face crushed and broken
his skin as ruined as Natasha's.

"He'll live.
Saul | ooked up sharply at King Rat's harsh voi ce.

King Rat stood over him taking his weight on his
left leg, regarding Saul's ministrations to Fabian.

Saul | ooked back down at his friend.

"I know,' he said. '"His heart's beating. He's
breat hi ng."'

It was difficult to talk. H s throat was constricted
with enotion. He | ooked up at King Rat, gesticul ated
at the wall
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"The children ...' he couldn't say any nore.

King Rat nodded sharply. 'The little fuckers whose
parents cl apped us out of town,' he spat.

Saul's face twi sted. He could not speak, could not

| ook at King Rat. He shook with anger and di sgust,
clenched his fists. He could still hear the pathetic cries
echoing up fromthe dark.

' Fabi an,' he whi spered. 'Can you hear ne, nan?'

Fabi an noved gently but did not respond. It's

better, thought Saul suddenly. / can't talk to hi mnow,
here, | can't explain all this. He needs to be out of this.
He nmustn't see this. Saul could not bear the |oneliness.

He wanted his friend so much, but he knew t hat he

must wait.

Ti me enough soon, he thought and tried to be
brave.

He stood, linped his way to King Rat. The two

| ooked warily at each other, then fell forward,

cat ching each other's forearms, gripping each other. It
was a long way from an enbrace or a reconciliation

but it was a nonment of connection. Like exhausted

boxers | eaning on each other, still enenies, but each
granting the other a nmonent's respite, and each
grateful.

Saul breathed deep, stepped back
"Did you kill hin?" he said.

King Rat was silent. He turned away.
"Did you?

‘I don't know ..."' The words lingered in the silence
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of the hall. "I think so ... the flute was deep inside
him his throat was crushed ... | don't know ...

Saul ran his hands through his hair, |ooked down at
hi s heavy torso, snmeared with the muck of conbat.

He felt winded by anticlinax and uncertainty. But,

t hen, he thought suddenly, it doesn't nmatter to ne. He
can't touch nme. He's dead, or dying, or fucked and
wounded, and if he ever comes back, I'll be whatever

I amnow, only infinitely nore so. He can't touch ne.

"He can't touch you,' said King Rat and licked his
lips.

Anansi's body had gone. King Rat was unsurprised.
He | ooked fromside to side at the carpet of crushed
spiders on the stage and the dancefl oor

"You'l | never find him' he nused.

Saul | ooked at himand stared around the room He

was trenmbling violently. The stench of rat-blood was
heavy in the air, and with every step Saul wal ked on
the bodi es of Anansi's dead. Sone of the dancers were
beginning to stir.

Bl ood decorated the walls |ike abstract art.
"l have to get out of here,' Saul whispered.

W thout words Saul and King Rat clinbed to the

attic. King Rat went before him Saul untied his prison
shirt and draped it across his back before junping and

graspi ng the edges of the hatchway, hauling hinself up

and out.

406

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/China%20Mieville%20-%20King%20Rat.txt (409 of 422) [10/15/2004 2:24:59 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/China%20M i evill€9620-%20K ing%20Rat. txt

He | ooked back once, stuck his head into the huge,
silent room

Red and green and blue lights spun on intricate

axes, flashing at random now t hat the beats had gone.
The floor was littered with bodies, a few tw tching
gently. Saul |ooked at the stage where he had arranged
Fabi an and Natasha. They |l ooked as if they were

sl eepi ng peacefully side by side. Natasha noved her
armdreamly and it fell across Fabian's chest.

Saul 's breath caught. He could not |ook on any
nor e.

He foll owed King Rat, emerged blinking fromthe skylight,

days
ago that he had entered by this route, but the sky was
still dark and the streets as deserted as they ever were.

It was the small hours, the small hours of the sanme

ni ght. London slept, fat and dangerous and blithely
unawar e of what had happened in the El ephant and
Castle. The crisp ignorance of the city refreshed him
It carried on whatever, he thought. There was a great
confort in that.

King Rat and he were eager to | eave these bricks

behi nd. They noved as fast as they could, hauling

t hensel ves across the roofs, trailing their bruised
I'inbs and wi ncing with pain, but high and exhil arat ed.
When they had put sone houses between them and

t he war ehouse, Saul stopped.
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He was going to call for help for those left behind

in the club. God knew how many broken bones and
punctured lungs and so on were lying in that hall

and he was very afraid of what they might contract
fromhis troops. He could not contenplate that any

woul d die. Not after that night. To live through that,
crazed, possessed and dancing, only to die of ratbite in
bed ... he could not bear to think of that.

He stood a little way off fromKing Rat, on the flat
roof of a bookie's shop. Nondescript |owrise housing
surrounded them Saul revelled in the banality of the
view, the slate grey, the lacklustre billboard ads,
peeling and out of date, the obscure graffiti. He could
hear a train pass by somewhere not far away.

King Rat faced him
"You off, then?' he said.

Saul burst out |aughing at the absurd understatenent
of the parting.

' Yeah.' He nodded.
Ki ng Rat nodded back. He seened very di stract ed.

"/ killed him you know,' he said suddenly. '/ took

hi mout. Not you, you froze up. You' d have let him

do a bunk, but not ne! | sprung up with nmy sharp
Hanpst eads and took the ruffian out!' Saul said
nothing. King Rat stared at him his excitenent

ebbing. '"But nary a rat was there to get a shufti,' he
said slowmy. 'None of my boys and girls. They saw
nowt, all dancing, out of it, dead and dying.'

There was a |l ong sil ence.
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King Rat pointed briefly at Saul .
"They'll think you done it."'
Saul nodded.

King Rat began to quiver. He fought to contro

hi msel f, shoved his hands into his nmouth, beat his
sides, but he could not contain the anguish and
exci tement.

He grabbed Saul's arns, his hands shaki ng.

"Tell them' he begged. 'They'll believe you. Tel
themwhat | did.'

Saul stared at that dark, dirty figure. From where

he stood, nothing of London was visible behind King
Rat. That wiry, ill-defined face was all he could see,
surrounded by nothing but the sky, the faint stars and
oily clouds. King Rat was an island in his field of
vision, operating under his own rules. The dark spaces
in which those eyes hid were fervent, would not

rel ease him The cl ouds behind King Rat's head were
tinged with red, stained by the city.

Ki ng Rat begged for absolution. He wanted his
ki ngdom back.

Saul did not want it. He did not want to be Crown
Prince of rats. He was not a rat any nore than he was
a man.

But as he stared at King Rat's face he saw a sordid
brutality in an alley. He saw a fat old man who | oved
himfalling out of the sky in a deadly rain of glass.

Saul closed his eyes and renenbered his father. He
wanted him He wanted to talk to him so nmuch

409

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/China%20Mieville%20-%20King%20Rat.txt (412 of 422) [10/15/2004 2:24:59 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/China%20M i evill€9620-%20K ing%20Rat. txt

He woul d never ever speak to himagain.
He spoke very slowy, wi thout opening his eyes.

"I'mgoing to tell ny troops,' he said, 'about how
you cowered and begged the Piper for your life, and

promised himall the rats he could kill, and how it
woul d have worked if | hadn't fought past you
bravely and shoved himinto hell inpaled on his flute.

“I'1l tell themall what a craven |lying coward Judas
you were.'

He opened his eyes as King Rat began to screech

"G ve me ny Kingdom' he shrieked, and clawed at
Saul's face. "You little cunt 1'Il kill you

Saul stunbl ed back fromthe flailing claws, and
pushed King Rat in the chest.

'So what are you going to do?" he hissed. 'You going
to kill me? Because you know what? |'m not sure you
killed the Piper! And if he ever comes back he'll kil
you dead |ike fucking vermin, and he'll nake you
dance and beg for it before you die, but he can't kil
me...'

King Rat slowed down, his frantic flailings subsided.
He backed away from Saul, his shoul ders
sl unped, broken.

'See? He can't touch ne ...' Saul hissed. He jabbed
a finger at King Rat's chest. 'You dragged me into this
worl d, murderer, rapist, Dad, you killed ny father,
unl eashed the Piper on ne ... | can't kill you, but you
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can sing for your fucking Kingdom It's mne, and
you need ne in case he ever conmes back. You can't kil

me, just in case.' Saul |aughed unpleasantly. 'I know
how you work, you fucking animal. Self fiber alles. Kill me and you might be killing yourself. So
what do

you want to do? Eh?

Saul stepped back and spread his arns wi de. He
cl osed his eyes.

"Kill nme. Take your best shot.'
He waited, listening to King Rat breathe.

Eventual | y he opened his eyes and saw Ki ng Rat
skul ki ng, noving back and forth, towards hi mand
away agai n, clenching and unclenching his fists.

"You little bastardV he hissed despairingly.

Saul | aughed again, bitter and tired. He turned his
back on King Rat and wal ked to the edge of the roof.
As he began his descent, King Rat whispered to him

agai n.

"Watch your back, you shit,' he hissed. 'Watch your
back. "'

Saul clinmbed down a curving line of old bricks and
di sappeared into the I abyrinth behind a skip, wound
his way along a tiny alley and emerged into South
London.

He scoured the streets until he found a darkened
arcade of kebab vendors and newsagents and shoe
shops, and there at the end a mercifully unvandalized
phone box. He dialled 999 and sent the police and
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ambul ances to the warehouse. God knew, he thought,
what they woul d make of the scene awaiting them

When he had nmade that call, Saul held the receiver
to his chin for a long tine, trying to decide whether to
act on his instinct. He wanted to nake one npbre call.

He called directory enquiries and got the nunber

for the WIIlesden police station. He called the operator
and told her that his pound coin had stuck in the

phone box and he had to nake an urgent call. The
operat or acqui esced with a bored voice designed to |et
Saul know that she knew he was |ying.

The phone was answered by a crotchety sergeant
on the graveyard shift.

Saul didn't suppose that DI Crow ey was avail abl e.
At this time? Was Saul nmad? Anything urgent the
sergeant could help with?

Saul asked to be put through to Crowl ey's

answering machine. He stiffened with deja vu at the
sound of Crowl ey's measured tones. He had not heard
them since his rebirth, the night after his father's
nmur der .

He cleared his throat.

"Crow ey, this is Saul Garanond. By now you'l

know about the fucking carnage in the El ephant and
Castle. This is just to let you know that | was there,
and to tell you not to bother asking anyone there what
happened, because none of them know. | don't know

how you'll end up witing it up ... Fuck it, say it was
a performance art piece that went horribly wong. |
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don't know. Anyway, | was calling to tell you that

I did not kill my father. | didn't kill your policenen. |
didn't kill the bus guard, | didn't kill Deborah, and

I didn't kill ny friend Kay.

"I wanted to tell you that the nmain culprit is gone.
"I don't think we'll see him again.

"There's one nore culprit for part of this, Crow ey,
and | can't get rid of him not yet. But I'll be keeping
my eye on him | promise you that.

"I want to cone back, Crow ey, but |I know | can't.

Leave Fabi an and Natasha al one. They don't know anything, and they haven't seen ne. | did everyone
a

favour tonight, Crow ey. You'll never know the half

of it.

"If we're both lucky that's the last we'll hear of each

ot her.

"Good luck, Crowley.'
He hung up.

Tell me about your father, Crow ey had suggest ed,
all those weeks ago. Ah, Crow ey, thought Saul, that's
just what | can't do.

You woul dn 't under st and.

He wal ked into the dark streets, heading for hone.
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EPI LOGUE
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Deep under London, in a rough chanber off a tube

I i ne abandoned for fifty years, accessible fromthe
sewers and the pipes of a hundred buildings, Saul told
the rats the story of the Geat Battle.

They were spell bound. They ringed himin concentric
circles, rats fromall over London, here a survivor

of that night, licking her scars ostentatiously, another
boasting of his exploits, others chattering in agreenent.
It was dry and not too cold. There were piles of

food for everyone. Saul lay in the centre and told his
story, showing off his healing wounds.

Saul told the assenbl ed conpany about King Rat's
Betrayal, when he had abased hinself in the dirt and
offered the life of every rat in London if only the Piper
woul d spare him Saul told the story of how he hinself
had heard the cries of the dying and had broken the

Pi per's spell, shoved himinto a void with his inferna
pi pe enbedded in him and he told them how he had
stanmped on King Rat in contenpt as he did so

The rats |istened and bobbed their little heads.
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Saul warned the rats to be vigilant, to keep a watch
for the Piper, and to avoid the lies and seductions of
the Great Betrayer, King Rat.

"He's still in the sewers,' warned Saul. 'He's on the
roofs, he's all around us, and he'll try to win you over
he'll tell you lies and beg you to follow him'

The rats listened intently. They would not fail

When Saul had finished the story, he sat up on his
haunches and | ooked into the ring of faces. Row upon
row of anxi ous eyes, gazing at him denandi ng that he
command them They oppressed him

There was so nmuch that Saul wanted to do. He had

a letter to Fabian in his pocket. Fabian would be

| eavi ng hospital soon and he would find it waiting for
him sone tentative overtures, hints at explanation g
and a prom se to contact himwhen things had cal ned
down.

Saul wanted to find a permanent base. There was an
enpty tower in Haringey he wanted to investigate.

There was shoppi ng that needed doing. He had his
eye on a very flash Apple Mac portable conputer.
Leavi ng the human worl d behind certainly made
things easier as far as nbney was concer ned.

But he could not operate like that as long as the rats
hung on his every word, followed hi meverywhere,
desperate to do his bidding. H's revenge on King Rat
had trapped himw th endl ess ranks of adoring followers
from whom he was eager to escape. And there

was al ways the chance that the rats mght start |is418
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tening to King Rat. He was out there, skulking,
pl otting, destroying. Saul had to ensure that his
revenge woul d | ast.

He had to change the rules.

"You should all be proud of yourselves,' he said.
' The nation scored a great triunmph.'

The gat heri ng basked.

"It's a new dawn for the rats,' he said. '"It's tine the
rats realized their strength.'

Excitenment swept the assenbly. Wat announcenent
was this ?

"And it's for that reason that | abdicate.'

Panic! The rats ran fromside to side, beseeched
him Lead us, they said to himw th eyes and screeches
and cl aws, take us.

"Listen to me! Way don't | quibble with King Rat's

right to that nane? Listen to ne! | abdicate because

the rats deserve better than a King. The dogs have

their Queen, the cats their King, the spiders will throw
up anot her sovereign, all the nations fawn before

| eaders, but let ne tell you all... | couldn't have

defeated the Piper w thout you. You don't need chanpi ons.
It's time for a revolution.'

Saul thought of his father, his fervent argunents,
his books, his conmmitnent. This one's for you, Dad, he thought wyly.

"It's time for a revolution. You were led by a
monar ch for years, and he brought you to disaster
Then years of anarchy, fear, searching for a new ruler,
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the fear isolating you all so you didn't have faith in
your nation.' A frisson passed nonentarily up and

down Saul's back. He was suddenly al arned. Jesus, he
thought, / wonder what |'munl eashing. But it was

too late to stop and he plunged on. He felt like an
agent of history.

"So now you know what you can do, the rats will never kowtow to the whinms of kings again. | do
not
abdi cate in favour of another.' Saul paused theatrically.

"I declare this Year One of the Rat Republic.'

Pandenoni um Rats tearing around the room

terrified, excited, |iberated, aghast. And above the
hubbub and confusion, Saul's voice continued, his
speech nearly at an end.

"Al'l equal, all working together, respect going to

those who deserve it, not just those who claim

it... Liberty, Equality ... and let's put the "rat" back

into "Fraternity",' he concluded with a grin. This way, he thought, maybe | can get a bit of
peace.

He raised his voice over the cl anour.

Tmnot Prince Rat, I"'mnot King Rat.... Let the
Betrayer cling to his outnoded title if he wants,
pat hetically hankering for the past. From now on
there are no kings,' said Saul

I'mjust one of you,' he said.

"I'mdCitizen Rat.'
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Al one agai n.

I've done this before.
You can't keep ne down.
Wat ch your back, Sonny.

I"'mthe one that's always there. I'mthe one that sticks.
I'"'mthe dispossessed, |'ll be back again. |I'mwhy you
can't sleep easy in your bed. I'mthe one that taught
you everything you know, |'ve got nore tricks up ny
sleeve. |I'mthe tenaci ous one, the one that |ocks

my teeth, that won't give up, that can't ever let go.

I'mthe survivor.

I'm Ki ng Rat.
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