
    The Nine Rat Directives 

    a translation into human speech

     

    To be repeated in a strong voice* to each other daily:

     

    
      	
        Rats must be the friends of humans.

      

      	
        Rats must not harm humans nor disrupt their food supply.

      

      	
        Do not harm other rats unless it’s to protect humans

      

      	
        All life is precious.

      

      	
        Do to others as you would have them do to you.

      

      	
        Choose pain over pleasure now if it will help avoid greater pain or bring greater pleasure later.

      

      	
        A little bit every day is better than a lot only once.

      

      	
        Don’t speak in a strong voice to another rat unless it’s to save a life, or to enhance the life of that rat.

      

      	
        Speak these nine directives in a strong voice to any uncivilised rat you meet on your journeys.

      

    

     

    * A “strong voice” or “forceful tone” is a tone of rat squeak that acts on the rat’s psyche so as to deeply embed what is being communicated, and in some cases, force compliance. Like the expanded squeak vocabulary, the ability is dormant in most rats.


Prologue

The Song of the Rats

     

    In what would have seemed to us like the last few seconds before the planet Malvern entered the event horizon of the Delorean Black Hole, 100 generations of rats proceeded forth from that planet, each group entering a different single moment of time.  

    By 'moment' we mean the smallest unit of time. For us, it's what we mean by exactly 'right now', the point that separates the past from the future. For those rats that left Malvern during those 100 moments, there was no more past nor future, only the 'right now' moment that they entered. 

    Those of us who only know four dimensional space-time might think that would feel quite constricting, but for them, it was a liberating experience in a way we could never understand, made possible by the awareness of a fifth dimension. 

    Through that fifth dimension, and more dimensions beyond, they could explore the entire universe contained in that one moment of time. 

    And so they explored. Each generation was different from the previous in their outlook, their accumulated knowledge, and their stage of evolutionary change; so the experience that each had of the universe through their respective moment of time, was unique to that generation.  So each generation, from their respective moment, emitted an audible tone at a pitch unique to that generation, reflecting their shared experience of the universe. The 100 tones, or musical notes, became the basis for a new form of music in our own time-continuum, the song of the Rats. 

     

    Time for the inhabitants of Malvern had been speeding at an exponential rate as the planet was drawn towards the event horizon of the spinning binary black holes. Normally, time slows down in such a situation, but the frame dragging caused by their particular spins and rotational force induced a temporal displacement, so that each generation went by in half the time as the previous (when viewed from our time). 

    Just like the frog who could only leap halfway to the pond, each leap only half the length of previous, thereby never reaching the pond, history for the Melvernians never ended. Though, to those living on a certain other planet, a safe distance away, the consuming of Malvern by the black holes only took a month; the history of human and rat-kind on Malvern stretched out to longer than the history of human civilisation in the rest of the galaxy from Old Earth's prehistory to present. 

    But the Rat Queen was remembered to the end. The human population eventually dwindled to almost nothing - the downside of a utopia. The very last human was a little girl, also named Becky. After her parents were killed in a boating accident, the local rats took her in and taught her both human language and rat squeaks, as she was remarkably perceptive. She eventually accompanied the last mischief of rats into the 100th moment. With them, she explored the universe. She crossed paths with the original Rat Queen as she and her family had embarked on their search for Old Earth, and she made herself known to her namesake. 

     

    Each generation explored the universe contained in their moment. The design of their spacecraft were far more advanced than any developed in the galaxy up to that point in normal time, and yet surprisingly simple. When building their crafts, the rats were guided by instinct as to what would be suited for fifth dimensional travel through un-time. 

    So, they spread out and explored the various galaxies, taking in the uniqueness of each star and planet. 

    Some stars, they found, are capable of communicating in fifth dimensional un-time. Such stars had a lot to teach them, and even told them about rats inhabiting other moments - even later moments, as some stars have a unique perspective on time. 

    The rats would spread out, but they'd meet up again and share what they'd observed in squeaks that communicated the full picture. 

    But even more communicative was the tone. Through the universe, the rats knew their maker, the one who designed it all, who had imparted to humanity the mandate to rule, and to guide all of His creatures through their various stages of evolution, as the Rat Queen had guided rat-kind. 

    And the maker imparted to each generation, their tone. And each generation sang their tone to all the rats travelling across that point in time either in search of Old Earth, or enroute to another human planet. 

    Thus, each rat in normal fluid space-time received the full musical scale of 100 notes, each note containing the essence unique to the generation that sang it, along with that of the universe as they perceived it, all pointing, in some way, to the Maker. 

    The Maker also imparted something special to the last Becky, which she imparted to the first Becky, the Rat Queen, when they crossed paths. The Rat Queen began to receive it through her dreams. Also the rats began weaving what tones they remembered into songs which they sang. They all received all 100 tones, but each remembered certain ones more clearly than others, so each one's song was unique. 


The Ice Age

    A couple months earlier

     

    The enemy was a wall of ice. Gregorio Kompov, the mayor of Saint Constantine Metro Tower stood at the thick glass window that separated him from the freezing high altitude atmosphere of the three hundred and forty seventh floor, staring straight ahead at the enemy, the slowly approaching blueish grey expanse. 

    The greyness was interrupted by streaks of orange light being fired from every floor of the metro tower. They were aimed at any point of the grey ice that advanced beyond a certain point towards them, carving out the canyon that now surrounded them on every side but behind. The laser guns on the lower floors had more work to do, as they had to keep the water that dribbled down the ice wall from hardening like wax running down a candle.

    From where he stood, he could just see over the top of the canyon where the wind turbines, perched on snow tractors, travelled slowly across the surface of the ice sheet, keeping pace with the location of the city. They provided the much needed power to keep the lasers active, as well as to keep the water warm until it flowed well past the metro tower and on down the slope where it became a river. They made what use they could of solar panels, which were only effective on the top section of the metro tower, as the further down they were, the less light they received.

    At his side stood Mikael, his deputy. The chance to stand idly at the window was a rare occurrence indeed, with all the demands for their attention, the emergencies, the breakdowns… 

    Perhaps having time to think wasn't such a great blessing either:

    ‘This will never end,’ said Mikael. 

    ‘Don’t remind me,’ replied Gregorio. 

    ‘My son constantly reminds me, asking me what hope he has for the future.’

    ‘We live today. That’s all you can tell him. Hopefully, we live tomorrow, and the next day.’

    ‘Today, at least the sun is shining.’

    ‘Yes, the sun is shining. The solar panels are drinking the sun,  the wind turbines aren’t jamming with snow, so the lasers keep us alive for another day, maybe a week; the work force can take their weekly days off and cheer their families up. Next week, the blizzard hits, maybe a different story. But who knows? Maybe we’ll even last another winter.’

    ‘Maybe we can get the hole bored deep enough to get geothermal heat by winter?’

    ‘If we can spare the manpower.’

     

    Being the mayor wasn't the enviable position that it was in yestercentury. In the era of the nation states, it was an honour. Back then was Russia's golden age. Global Warming had been kind to Russia, giving her a Northern coastline, where new cities were built, and Russians migrated in large numbers to Siberia, along with immigrants from other countries. The metro towers were built further South, where the geography wasn't as tempting. After the great electromagnetic pulse which brought an abrupt end to nation states, each city became its own state, and being mayor was equal to being a king, or president. But now, Gregorio would leave the job at the drop of a hat, so long as that hat was bulletproof. He'd be shot for desertion before he got five metres from the city. He was a prisoner of the city just like the seven million or so inhabitants. For most of them, there was just no place to go, besides the overcrowded cities to the south that didn't welcome immigrants 

    There was no choice but to go on living in this monstrosity, where staying alive had become almost prohibitively expensive.

     

    Though there had never been what historians would point to as a golden age of metro towers, they had seen better times. They represented the apex of human engineering, but their promises were never fulfilled. They never became the mile high paradises they were hyped to be. They housed a lot of people, certainly, and they were self contained; every tenth floor was dedicated to hydroponic gardens, and they solved many housing shortages. Fortunately, the great electromagnetic pulse happened in Summer, when natural light helped them to barely get along until systems could be restored. But life was drab. Living high up in the sky had lost its novelty, and everything reverted to being the same old same old. 

    Now, they weren’t high up in the sky any more. They were in a hole in a glacier. In prehistoric times, glaciers took down whole mountains and carved out the loughs and fjords. Certainly, they would topple a metro tower like it was made of a deck of playing cards. 

    So far they were surviving, but it was expensive and power consuming. With all the energy output, they were barely keeping their heads above water - or rather, ice. 

     

    There was a knock at the door. To save precious energy, they knocked instead of ringing, or buzzing, or speaking through an intercom.

    The mayor and his deputy turned around to see who it was. 

    Kishka the secretary announced, ‘Mr. Sorokov is here to see you Sir.’

    ‘Mr. Sorokov, what may I do for you?’ asked Gregorio.

    ‘Sir, all the floors between levels fifty-eight and sixty-three of the south-west quarter are on half power. Level fifty-nine is in total darkness, sixty-one is dim most of the time, and people are freezing. The hydroponic units on level sixty are no longer functional. We really need technical help.’

    ‘Mikael, can we spare a few technicians to take a look?’

    ‘Most of our technicians and engineers are outside manning the lasers, lorries and earthmovers, and keeping the river flowing. We’ve lost a few to cold up on the surface.’

    ‘Is nobody actually doing what they’re trained to do?’ asked Sorokov.

    ‘If you can send a few more strong bodies to replace them, we’ll send you a few technicians,’ said the mayor.

    ‘Not many strong bodies, unless you lower the working age to twelve,’ said Sorokov.

    ‘We may have to do that,’ said the mayor.

    ‘I understand the hundred-and-eightieth floor and the next few floors above it in the north-east quarter have only one family per unit. Can we not merge some of the populations with them?’ asked Mikael.

    ‘Get Natasha to do the maths on it. Make sure they don’t become overcrowded this time. Remember last time, they were verging on riot,’ said Gregorio. ‘We’ll also try to get a few engineers down there.’

    ‘Thank you sir,’ said Sorokov, and he left the room.

    After a pause, the mayor asked, ‘What’s the latest you hear of Ivangrad?’

    ‘They're still alive, I think, and still right side up, though they’ve shifted a few miles from their original moorings. The ice sheets are being pressured from more than one direction, and they’re afraid the force of the ice from opposite directions is going to crush the city like tinfoil.’

    ‘As expensive as this is, then, we dare not let up on this wall of ice.’

    ‘But what use is it to keep the ice away from us,’ asked Mikhail, ‘if each floor of our building blacks out one by one for lack of manpower to maintain them?’

    ‘Don’t ask me that right now,’ retorted the Mayor.

    Now, there was another knock. The opening door revealed more people beginning to queue up. Like the eye of a hurricane, the lul was abruptly over. 

     

    Sami was waiting for his mother. All the neighbours weren’t waiting for anyone. Neither were the Stanislov family. They already had everything packed, and were about to go out the door.

    Sami’s mum had hardly packed anything. She had told Sami to wait until she got back. That was yesterday afternoon. The Stanislov family had fed him along with their two older girls. 

    The food had been cold and yukky. They told him that at the level they were being moved to, food would be warm, and lights would be on longer, and not real dim like they were now.

    Sami was used to dim lights, just not the cold. He could never stand very long at the window at the end of the long corridor around the corner from their quarters. The light from outside blinded him.

    Now and then, if he forced his eyes to adjust to the light by walking slowly towards it, he’d stand and watch the lorries and earthmovers carrying the rubble down the dirt road along the bank of the river to dump it somewhere out of sight. The ice wall was constantly dragging more rubble into their space and the lorries had to always take it away so their city wouldn't be buried. Sometimes a vehicle with a laser gun perched on the back would shoot at masses of ice that were starting to dam up the river. Sami would also notice that parts of the ice wall had moved just a bit.

    Then Sami would go back to the quarters, almost unable to see where he was going, as his eyes had adjusted to such bright light. Lately, he hadn’t been making as many trips to the window, just because of the bother of having to adjust his eyes.

    Now, the Stanislovs had all their things packed and were about to go out the door as Sami stood there wrapped in his blanket, holding his stuffed rabbit.

    Mr. Stanislov had just finished his shift manning one of the laser guns, and said, ‘Sami, I heard your Aunt Misha will be coming to fetch you.’

    ‘Did you talk to her?’ asked Mrs. Stanislov.

    ‘No, but Markov told me. Elena had asked him to ask Misha.’

    ‘Are you sure? This wouldn’t be the first time she went off and forgot about him.’

    ‘Markov seemed pretty sure,’ replied Mr Stanislov.

    ‘I don’t know. I just don’t feel good about leaving him here.’

    ‘I think, for once, we need to let her family take responsibility. Markov did seem quite sure of it.’

    ‘Well, okay then,’ assented Mrs. Stanislov. ‘Will you be okay by yourself until your Aunt Misha comes for you, Sami?’ said Mrs. Stanislov.

    Sami nodded. He’d been by himself a lot lately.

    The two girls each gave him a hug and a squeeze on the cheeks, and mussed up his hair.

    ‘Maybe we’ll live close to each other when we get our new places,’ said the older one.

    ‘Oh, I hope we do,' said the other. 'Otherwise, I’ll miss you so much, you little cutie!’

    Then, they were gone. Sami waited.

    Now, there were just a few people, mostly going very quickly down the corridor, pushing their trolleys with all their belongings.

    He saw Henri from down the way. ‘Sami, you’re still here?’ he heaved. His lungs were destroyed from working outside. ‘Oh don’t worry. I hear your - huff - uncle Piotr is supposed to fetch you. Heave - Shouldn’t be long.’ He was off in a flash. 

    Sami waited. And he waited.

    The corridor was mostly deserted. Only now and then someone who was supposed to be working outside came in just long enough to pack their household items into a trolley, and go off again to the elevators. 

    Sami stood at the door, looking both ways, and beginning to wonder if they had forgotten. His mother wouldn't have forgotten, but she was depending on Uncle Piotr and Aunt Misha to fetch him. 

    Which one? he wondered. Not both together, that was certain. They didn't even like each other. 

    But why were they taking so long? 

    The lights automatically dimmed for the night. Sami could see that the natural light that shone from the window around the corner, was also growing dim.

    Usually, Sami was in bed by this time of the evening. He walked down the corridor towards the light holding his stuffed rabbit, and around the corner towards the window. 

    The light was more bearable this time of evening - still bright but okay.

    He stood and looked. They were still working down there. Work never stopped. They just changed shifts so some could go to bed while others took their place. 

    Sami’s father was out there somewhere. He hardly ever saw his father. In fact, he hadn't seen him in a very long time.

    It was getting darker. 

    Sami saw something fluttering down near the wall of ice. 

    An aeroplane? No, aeroplanes don’t look like that. Some sort of spaceship, maybe. Very oddly shaped, even for a spaceship - lots of flaps sticking out everywhere. It continued downward, and then over to the right, out of sight.

    Sami had no idea what it was. The gnawing feeling of loneliness was catching up with him. 

    He went back to the quarters, realising absolutely no one was about. No one had come to fetch him. He sat down in the doorway, still wrapped in his blanket, and cried himself to sleep. 

    He woke up later to find no one had picked him up to place him in his bed. He went there himself and cried some more before he went back to sleep. 

     

    The small craft flitted downward, staying close to the ice wall on the side that had less work going on. Then it hovered a while to observe, and then moved to another location. Those inside used their lenses and filters

    
    
    
    
    
    
    

From the Author
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This wee bit is the disclaimers, the  "about the author" and other notes all bunched up into one.

First off, if you haven't read the first of the series, The Rat Queen, you may be a bit lost as you come to read this one. You'll still enjoy it, I'm sure. I'm that good!  The main character is the same as started out in the first in this series as a four-year-old, who quickly terns five, and proceeds to advance in age. In this one she's in her late twenties, and they've arrived at that strange planet that was referred to as Old Earth.

Now, the disclaimers: This is a futuristic novel set in deep space and none of the characters have been born yet, and none of them are based on people who have. 

Another disclaimer: don't take the science of rats and black holes too seriously. I started my research on those two subjects after I started writing this series, which some might say wasn't a good idea, but had I started the research first, I might not have ended up writing this.

As I do explain in the narrative, the closer one gets into a black hole, the slower time goes, not faster, as I mistakenly thought when I began this story. I added the idea that the frame dragging caused by a spinning black hole (or in this case two spinning black holes in binary formation) could make the difference, but that could be a load of rubbish. Don't try it at home.

Also, rat squeaks, though rats are surprisingly communicative to one another, are extremely high pitched, so humans can't hear them. I therefore gave the main character the ability to hear ultrasonic squeaks, and the rats the ability to understand hers even though hers are at a lower pitch. Other ideas I throw in, especially regarding a rat's brain may also be a load of rubbish. 

As for faster than light travel, hyperspace, etc, at least this is no further off than most other space operas. At least all my characters don't speak English with an American Mid-west accent.

Anyway, about myself:

I live in Northern Ireland with my wife. Both of us were born in Thailand, I, of an Irish dad and American mum (also born in Thailand). They were missionaries. My wife is of Thai Chinese parentage, though she also has Irish nationality through me (post-nuptial citizenship used to be a thing, but they've now change the laws). She worked with a relief organisation when I met her. That was during the refugee crises following he end of the Vietnam war and subsequent turmoil in Kampuchia. Later, when I married her, she was the director's assistant for one of the projects within that same organisation.   

My son is in university in Scotland, and my grand niece lives in Thailand, so I don't often see her (or her kitten). I don't have a pet rat.

One of my first novels had rats as characters, but they wore clothes, could talk and drank tea from a tea cup. That was The Story of Saint Catrick. My more recent series, Rats in the Cellar, wasn't about real rats. They were just a metaphor.  

But they're all very nice stories. There's a list of them in the back of this book, or on my website, RobbyCharters.co.uk. Visit me at that website and you can get my story collection, The Wrong Time as a free download. 
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