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  Introduction


  James Herbert was Jim to his friends, and he had a lot of friends.


  He was the bestselling British writer of horror of his generation. His books were not only bestsellers, but they created a whole sub-genre of fiction, and there are few
  writers enough who can say that.


  We met almost thirty years ago. I was a young journalist, and Jim was in writing-and-tax-exile in the Channel Islands for a year. The third book in the Rats sequence was about
  to be published. I was not sure what to expect. What I got was someone engaging and articulate, honest and funny  a craftsman, with the cheerful grin of someone who was enjoying his life and
  his work (although he was missing his family, and the book he was writing, Moon, would be his loneliest). We became friends, immediately.


  Hed come by his Cockney accent honestly: his father had owned a fruit and vegetable stall in Brick Lane Market. Jim had grown up in Londons East End, following
  World War Two. Hed seen rats, and bomb-sites, and hed seen poverty. His skills in art had taken him to art college and then into advertising, and it was as a young art director that
  he had written The Rats.


  It was the first book he had written and the first book that he had tried to write. He composed it in longhand, as he would write all his books. His wife Eileen typed it up
  and they sent it to publisher after publisher until New English Library bought it (they paid an advance of 150), and published it as a paperback original. (I didnt tell anyone
  in the ad agency I was writing it, Jim told me. All the copywriters were frustrated novelists. I just came in one morning with the book.)


  The Rats was an immediate bestseller, and it changed the face of British Horror publishing. The plot was efficient and brutal: things have changed, just a little, and
  rats attack us. They carry disease. Its going to hurt. In short stories within the grand story we meet real people, understand them, care about them and watch them die as the rats
  attack.


  Its a first novel by someone who was not yet a novelist. Its easy to point to its weaknesses (an unmemorable everyman hero, and the way that the stories within
  the story outshine the overall plot) but it was a first novel built by someone who, even from the start, was a craftsman. Jim did his growing up as a writer in public. He could always plot, and his
  writing was never less than efficient. By the third and final book in the Rats sequence, Domain, by the time he was writing books like Moon and The Magic Cottage, James
  Herbert was as good a writer as anyone in the field of horror.


  People saw what he did and they copied him, as best they could, and they always fell short.


  Jim cared passionately about the work, about every detail of his books. He cared about the content and about the physical object, and he would sometimes even design the
  covers. On at least one occasion, disappointed by what his publisher had proposed, he came back to them with his own ad campaign, with everything planned out, down to the last typeface.


  He was a giant, in the world of British Horror. And this book is where it all starts. In the East End of London, where the little red-eyed shadows gather, and watch us, before
  emerging into the world . . .


  Neil Gaiman


  February 2014
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  Henry Guilfoyle was slowly drinking himself to death. Hed started six years ago, at the age of forty. Hed been a successful salesman for a Midland paper company
  and was ready to become area manager. The trouble was, hed fallen in love late in life. And unfortunately, hed fallen for one of his junior salesmen. Hed trained young Francis
  for five weeks, taking him on his business journeys up and down the country. At first he wasnt sure if the boy had the same inclinations as himself but as he grew to know him, the shyness,
  and the quiet loneliness of his protg seemed slowly to dissolve that incredible gap hed always felt with other men.


  Why Francis had decided to become a salesman hed never discovered. He wasnt the type. Guilfoyle could hold his own in the company of any group of men. He could be the typical bluff
  salesman; the dirty jokes, the sly wink, the back slapping, the professionalism of his trade hiding any imperfections in his maleness. He was a good actor.


  Francis was different. It seemed the shadow of his homosexuality dampened his natural spirits, guilt tainting his moods. But he wanted to prove himself, to be accepted, and he had chosen a
  career that would make him forget his own personality by reflecting that of others.


  The third week theyd stayed in a small hotel in Bradford. Only double rooms were available, so they shared one with single beds. Theyd been drinking most of the afternoon with a
  client, after lunch, taking him to the usual local strip club. Guilfoyle had watched Francis in the darkened basement called a club because it had a bar and a membership fee.


  The boy had watched the girls all right, but not with the exaggerated look of lust shown on the face of their client  and on himself, of course. And when the final sequinned garment of
  the girl had been thrown aside, he slapped the boys thigh, under the table with skilful heartiness, letting his hand linger, just for a moment, but long enough for their eyes to meet. And
  then he knew  oh, that glorious moment when he really knew.


  There had been signs after the first week, of course. Little tests Guilfoyle had set. Nothing daring, nothing that could cause even slight embarrassment if rebuffed. But hed been right.
  He knew. Hed seen the smile in the boys eyes, no surprise, not even apprehension, and certainly not alarm.


  The rest of the afternoon passed with a dreamlike quality. His heart beat wildly every time he looked at the boy. But still he acted superbly. His vulgar, and ugly  most definitely ugly
   client never suspected. They were men, in a mans world, leering at big-breasted, deformed women. The boy was a bit green of course, but theyd shown him how real men acted when
  they were confronted by naked thighs and fleshy tits. Guilfoyle emptied his glass of Scotch, threw back his head, and laughed.


  When they got back to the hotel  the hotel Guilfoyle had chosen for special reasons  the boy was sick. He wasnt used to drink, but Guilfoyle had plied him with whisky all
  afternoon. Now he began to have regrets. Perhaps hed overdone it. Francis had been sick in the cab on the way back from the club, and then again in their room, in the sink. Guilfoyle had
  ordered black coffee and poured three cups into the half-conscious boy. There was a mess on the boys coat and shirt so Guilfoyle tenderly took them off and scrubbed the worst spots in hot
  water.


  Then Francis began to cry.


  He was sitting on his bed, head in his hands, his pale shoulders shuddering convulsively. A lock of fair hair fell over his long, thin fingers. Guilfoyle sat next to him and put his arm over the
  boys shoulder. The boys head leaned into Guilfoyles chest, and then he was cradling him in his arms.


  They stayed like that for a long time, the older man rocking the younger one back and forth like a five-year-old until the sobbing faded into an occasional whimper.


  Guilfoyle slowly undressed Francis and put him into the bed. He gazed at him for a while then undressed himself. He got in beside the boy and closed his eyes.


  Guilfoyle would never forget that night. Theyd made love and the boy had surprised him. He wasnt the innocent he had seemed. Nevertheless, Guilfoyle had fallen in love. He knew the
  dangers. Hed heard the stories of middle-aged men and young boys, knew their vulnerability. But he was happy. For the first time, after making love to another man, he felt clean. Purged was
  the feeling of guilt, gone was the feeling of self-contempt, disgust. He felt free  and alive, more alive than hed ever been.


  Theyd gone back to their company after collecting a fair-sized order from their client in Bradford, and all had gone well for a while.


  Guilfoyle expected to be area manager in a few weeks, large orders were coming in, and he saw Francis every day and most evenings.


  Then, slowly at first, things began to change. The younger lads seemed to be losing their respect for him. Nothing much, just a few cheeky back-answers to him. His older colleagues didnt
  seem to have too much to say to him any more. They didnt avoid him exactly, but when in his company their conversation was always slightly strained. He put it down to the fact that he was
  soon to be manager and they didnt know quite how to treat him.


  But then he caught some of the typists smirking behind his back at each other. Old Miss Robson, the office spinster, wouldnt even speak to him.


  Finally, that fateful day. It was just after lunch, hed returned from the local office pub where a table was always reserved for him when he was in town, and had gone into the staff
  toilet. He went into a cubicle, took his trousers down, sat and began to think about a new business venture he had in mind once he was area manager.


  Then he glanced at the back of the door. He froze. It was covered with graffiti. All about him. Evidently, after the first one, it had developed into a game, for marks had been awarded to each
  one. The crude drawings were all of him (he assumed), and Francis, unmistakably Francis, because of the long hair that fell across his forehead and the gaunt features, cartoon drawings making his
  love ridiculous. Ugly drawings.


  Blood rushed to his head, tears filled his eyes. How could they? How could they destroy their precious love like this? Dirty little minds, coming in here, scratching on the door, sniggering.


  He sat there for half an hour, quietly weeping. He finally realized how ridiculous, how pathetic he looked; a middle-aged man in love with a young boy, sitting in a toilet with his trousers
  round his ankles, crying over words and drawings that understood nothing of his life.


  He went home  he couldnt face returning to the office and the smirks of his so-called friends. He drank a bottle of Scotch.


  That was the beginning of his deterioration. He went back to work next day but now it was different. He was aware. He saw a jibe in every remark made.


  He went home again that lunchtime, buying a fresh bottle of Scotch on the way.


  After two weeks he began to get a grip on himself but suddenly Francis left. He hadnt said goodbye, just left a brief note saying he was sorry but couldnt stand the persecution
  from the people he worked with any longer.


  He went to the boys home but a hysterical scene with Franciss mother made him realise it was finished. Her threat of involving the law convinced him of this. Francis was very
  young.


  His downhill plunge was rapid after this. He lost his chance of promotion, and was never quite sure if it was because of his reputation or the fact he was rarely sober now. Probably both.


  He resigned and moved down to London, to lose himself in the quagmire of countless other disillusioned people. So for six years he hadnt worked much, but had drunk steadily till his money
  ran out. He was thrown out of lodgings more times than he could remember. He did odd jobs now and then in the markets, mostly Spitalfields, pushing barrows, loading lorries. With the few pence he
  made from this he bought cheap booze. He slept rough. At one time hed been able to fulfil his sexual needs in dusty old cinemas, sitting next to men of his own kind. Only twice had he been
  threatened, once very quietly, with menace, the other time with much shouting and fist-waving, as eyes in the cinema centred on his shame.


  But now he was too unkempt for even that. His clothes reeked, his body smelt of grime picked up in the market and the sheds where he slept. Any desire left in his body had been burned out by the
  cheaply concocted alcohol he now drank.


  All he cared for now was saving up his meagre earnings to buy more oblivion.


  Guilfoyle had worked hard that week. Hed conquered his craving for drink so that he could buy a complete bottle of cheap gin that Saturday. How he had survived, he never knew, but somehow
  hed managed, the mental picture of a full bottle of gin ever-present in his mind. Now, as he shuffled along the dark streets by the docks, he drank until his head spun and his steps became
  more unsteady.


  He climbed through a crumbling window of a house the slum-clearance people hadnt yet cleared. Staggering over rubble, he made his way to the back of the house to be out of the way of any
  lights shone in by policemen with nothing better to do.


  He sat down in the corner of what must have once been the kitchen. Before the bottle was completely empty, he fell into a drunken stupor.


  Hours later, Guilfoyle woke with a start. His befogged mind had registered something, but he didnt know what. Hed drained the rest of the gin before he felt the sharp pain in his
  left hand. As he jerked the hand up to his mouth, he heard something scuttle away. He threw the bottle after the sound when he tasted blood on the back of his hand. It began to throb and the taste
  of his own sticky blood made him retch.


  He rolled on to his side as the gin began to pump from his body and lay there while his body shook.


  Suddenly, he felt the pain again in his outstretched left hand. He shrieked when he realized something was gnawing at the tendons. He tried to get to his feet but only stumbled and fell heavily,
  bruising the side of his face. As he lifted his hand to his face again he felt something warm clinging to it. Something heavy.


  He tried to shake it away, but by now it had a firm grip. He pulled at the body with his other hand and felt brittle hair. Through his panic he understood what held him in this monstrous grip.
  It was a rat. But it was big. Very big. It could have been mistaken for a small dog, but there was no growling, no long legs to kick his body. Only what seemed to be razor-edged claws, frantically
  beating on his lower arm.


  He tried to gain his feet again as he felt more pain in his leg. He screamed.


  The blinding pain seemed to run up his leg to his very testicles. More teeth sank into his thigh.


  As he stood he felt tiny feet running up the length of his body. He actually felt hot, fetid breath as he looked down to see what could climb a mans body with such speed. Huge teeth that
  were meant for his throat sank into his cheek and tore away a huge flap.


  His body poured blood now as he threshed around. Once he thought hed found the door, but something heavy leapt up on to his back and pulled him forward on to the floor again.


  Rats! His mind screamed the words. Rats eating me alive! God, God help me.


  Flesh was ripped away from the back of his neck. He couldnt rise now for the sheer weight of writhing, furry vermin feeding from his body, drinking his blood.


  Shivers ran along his spine, to his shocked brain. The dim shadows seemed to float before him, then a redness ran across his vision. It was the redness of unbelievable pain. He couldnt
  see any more  the rats had already eaten his eyes.


  Then, he felt nothing, just a spreading sweetness over his body. He died with no thoughts on his mind, not even of his beloved, almost forgotten, Francis. Just sweetness, not even pain. He was
  beyond that.


  The rats had had their fill of his body, but were still hungry. So they searched. Searched for more food of the same kind.


  They had tasted their first human blood.
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  Here we go again, thought Harris as he trudged down the dusty road to St Michaels.


  Another bloody week teaching those little sods. Teaching art to little bastards whose best work is on lavatory walls. Jesus Christ!


  He felt the same every Monday. The first three lessons in the morning were the worst. Around lunchtime his mood would gradually warm towards his pupils; there were one or two bright sparks
  amongst that crowd of scruffs. Thomas had brains. Barney had talent, and Keogh  well, Keogh had cunning. Hed never be a banker or an accountant, but hed make money all right.
  Maybe not honest money, but hed do well for himself.


  Harris wondered what made one boy stand out amongst others. Keogh wasnt actually clever in academic terms. He didnt look much. Not big built, not slight. But at fourteen he had
  that cocky self-assurance that made him just that bit different from the rest. Hard upbringing perhaps. But then, most of the lads in this place had tough home lives. What could you expect when
  they lived in dockland, fathers either working in factories or in the docks themselves, most of the mothers working as well, so that when the kids got home from school it was to an empty house.
  Then, when the parents got home, they had no time for them. Still, things were a lot worse in his day. Dockers earned good money these days, so did factory workers. A lot more than he earned as a
  teacher. The biggest division between working class and middle class nowadays was accent.


  Hed come from the same area; the East End had no mystery for him. He remembered when he was at art school telling some student friends about where he lived. How colourful,
  one girl had exclaimed. Colourful! Well, that was one way of describing it. At thirty-two he was back, teaching little facsimiles of his former self. Theyd tried to give him a rough time at
  first, the little bastards, because art, to them, was playtime, and anyone who taught it was queer anyway. But hed given them the treatment. Hed come down on them so hard, they were
  scared to whisper in his presence. Sort out the leaders, that was the trick; give them a hard time, show them up.


  You didnt have to use their language exactly, but you could use their style. A good sharp clout now and again worked wonders. Because he was young, he had to show he could be a hard nut
  too. It was pathetic really. The times hed had to suppress laughter when one of the little villains had tried to stare him out. Hed finally begun to win their respect, so hed
  softened up a little, not too much  theyd have taken advantage  but just enough to get them to loosen up a bit.


  Keogh was the only enigma. He knew he could get through to the boy, they both knew it  but Keogh would laugh at him with his eyes just at that last moment before mutual understanding was
  reached, and hed know hed lost again.


  Harris wondered if it was worth it. He had his choice of schools to teach in but he wanted to help his own kind. No, he wasnt that noble. This was his home ground. He was in his element
  here. Besides, they paid more for teachers in underprivileged areas. Still, Barney showed promise. Maybe if he talked to the boys parents theyd let him go on to art
  school . . .


  His thoughts were interrupted as he heard the school bell. Going through the gates he heard the clatter of running footsteps behind him.


  Two giggling girls, both in short skirts, both with bouncing breasts, both about fourteen years old, flounced past.


  Anyway, the crumpets good. Harris smiled to himself.


  He was halfway through the first lesson when Keogh walked in. He wore his usual uniform of short-sleeved, check shirt, braces holding his trousers at half-mast, showing the
  full length of his heavy boots.


  Good morning, Keogh, said Harris.


  Morning. Arrogant.


  Nice of you to join us.


  Silence.


  Well, whats your story this time? asked Harris. Trouble with your back? Couldnt get off it?


  A couple of titters from some of the girls made Harris immediately regret his sarcasm. This was no way to break down Keoghs aloofness.


  Still silence.


  Oh God, Harris thought, hes in a mood. Christ, in my day, the kids were scared of the teachers being in a bad mood. Now, here am I hoping I dont upset him too much.


  Then he noticed the boys hand. He had a grubby handkerchief wrapped around it but blood was seeping through.


  Been in a fight? Harris asked mildly.


  No.


  What then? Harder.


  Ive been bitten, Keogh grudgingly replied.


  By what?


  Keogh looked at his feet, trying to hide the redness creeping over his face.


  By a bloody rat, he said.




  


  [image: ]


  3


  Karen Blakely shrieked with glee as the dog joyfully licked her nose. Only a year old, she was fascinated by this vibrant, four-legged creature who never tired of playing with
  her unless it was time for its food. She grabbed its tail with her pudgy little hands and pulled with all her tiny might.


  The mongrel yelped with obvious relish and leapt around facing the girl again, plying her face with its juicy tongue, causing more delighted giggles and shrieks.


  Shane! Karens mother shouted at the excited dog as she came into the room. You mustnt lick the baby. How many more times must I tell you?


  The dog looked sheepishly at Karens mother, tongue hanging out, panting with exhilaration. When it saw its water-bowl being filled at the sink it trotted over and began to lap
  furiously.


  Now, Karen, well just have a nice cup of tea and then well go out and get the shopping, Paula Blakely said, smiling at her daughter, who was now pulling at the
  dogs leg. The dog and the little girl had both arrived about the same time; Karen prematurely, Shane as a present from Paulas husband, Mike. It was supposed to keep her occupied while
  waiting for the birth of their first child, but on the same day shed gone into labour and had been rushed off to the hospital. It had taken twelve hours though for the baby to emerge, and
  the pain had been enough to discourage her from wanting any more. But she loved that child, more, she thought, than she loved Mike. Maybe because she was the only thing that really belonged to her.
  Perhaps not quite that. It was more because Karen was something she had produced, she had introduced into the world.


  Looking at the gleeful baby, Paula smiled. Or was it just that she was so lovable? Paula and Mike hadnt wanted Karen so soon, they couldnt really afford her. Theyd been
  lucky to get a place so quickly, dingy though it was. It was in a bad area, too near the docks, but theyd lived in Poplar most of their lives anyway, so it didnt make much difference.
  And it certainly wasnt a slum! Paula made sure of that. Other houses in the street may have been neglected by their tenants, but hers was spotless. Soon, when theyd saved enough
  money, theyd move out to Barking or Ilford, not too far from Mikes job at the garage, he was doing too well there to leave, but to a better-class area, where you didnt have to
  keep a dog or a cat just to keep the mice down.


  The whistle on the kettle began to shrill, interrupting her reverie. She turned it off and reached into the cupboard for the tea tin. She swore when she found it was empty. Mike drank coffee in
  the mornings but she had never liked its slightly bitter taste. Shed been reared on cups of tea as a child, the teapot in her house rarely being cold.


  She looked at Karen for a moment. Would she be all right for a few seconds while she popped next door and borrowed some tea? Yes, she was preoccupied with Shane, watching him now slurp from his
  food bowl. She wouldnt be long, the baby couldnt get in too much mischief in the few seconds it would take her.


  Taking a cup from the cupboard, she quickly slipped out of the room, leaving the door open, hoping Karen wouldnt even notice she was gone.


  The baby happily watched the little mongrel gobble his food. She even tried some on the end of her finger, but spat it out when she discovered it wasnt to her taste.


  Suddenly, the dog froze. The hairs on its back stood on end. It snarled at something moving in the doorway. The cellar door, which was in the hall next to the kitchen door, was sightly ajar, and
  a black shape scurried from it.


  Shane bounded towards it, picked it up by its neck and shook it vigorously. A high-pitched squeal broke from the rat. Instantly, another appeared and leapt at the dogs throat, sinking its
  razor-sharp incisors deep. The infuriated dog spun around in a circle, trying to shake it off but still not letting the first rat go. Then another was on the dogs back, clutching with its
  claw-like feet, biting hard and ripping skin. Shane howled with pain and shock as more black creatures poured into the room.


  The baby began to cry with horror as she saw her beloved playmate being hurt by the foul-smelling creatures.


  More rats came into the small kitchen but these were different. These were bigger, moving more cautiously, ignoring the violent struggle with the dog. They saw the crying baby, the bowl of dog
  food by her side. They slid forward, sniffing the air as they went. The food disappeared rapidly. They turned to the tiny figure.


  The dying dog seemed to sense the childs danger, and jumped away from its attackers, three rodents still clinging to its body. It fell upon one huge rat which was already biting into the
  babys leg. Shane threw the monster high into the air with its last remaining strength and turned to face the others. The little dog lasted a few seconds more, fighting with frenzied
  desperation, and then its body was torn to pieces under a black, writhing mass.


  When Paula Blakely rushed into the room, she screamed in horror and utter panic. The scene didnt quite register in her brain. All she saw was a room teeming with bestial, furry shapes,
  tearing at something bloody. And then a small white shape. A tiny hand quivering above the mass of black.


  Karen, she screamed.


  She ran into the room, kicking, screaming, her blind panic giving her added strength and speed. She clutched at the arm and pulled. The little body came up but with two of the monsters clinging.
  Paula beat at them as she made for the door, her own legs already covered in blood from the bites shed received. The two rats fell away, not from the blows, but because the soft flesh of the
  child separated from her body.


  Paula ran from the house with her dead baby, screaming, holding the bloody body to her breast.


  The rats finished eating the dog, then scurried back into the cellar, the larger ones first.
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  Harris took Keogh to the London Hospital to have the boys hand seen to. He needed a chance like this to get on more friendly terms with his pupil, and as he had a free
  period for the next hour, he decided to take the boy himself. Already, on the way to the hospital, he seemed more relaxed towards the teacher. When they got there, they were told to wait in the
  busy casualty department.


  Well, Keogh, how did it happen? asked Harris.


  I was late, so I took the short cut by the canal, Keogh replied.


  Yes, I know it, Harris said.


  The boy raised his eyebrows, but went on. It was just under the bridge, you know, where the old lock-keepers house is. Well, there was a dead cat, see, and these two rats dragging
  it along. Christ, you should have seen the size of them, Mr Harris. Looked as big as the cat itself. Anyway, they werent eating it, just sort of dragging it along, you know. So I slung a
  brick at them. He paused, studying his bloody handkerchief. Well, instead of running off, they just turned and looked at me. Id hit one, but he didnt seem bothered.
  Then, fuck me  oh, sorry, they came at me. So I ran, didnt I. Not before one had taken a bite out of me hand, though. I kicked him into the canal and jumped over the wall and ran. But
  the funny thing is, when I looked back, theres this other rat, sitting on the top of the wall, watching me. He must have run right up it after me. Anyway, I didnt hang around, I
  cleared out.


  Harris smiled at the thought of rats big as a cat. Probably it had been a kitten anyway, and Keoghs nimble mind had done the rest. But that canal wall was high, he remembered it from when
  he was a kid, and even Keogh would have a job getting over it. But a rat? He knew some could climb, some species were arboreal, but to scale a six-foot-high brick wall? That took some doing.


  Just then, all eyes in the casualty department turned as a hysterical woman, clutching a bloody bundle, was half carried in by two ambulance men. A nurse dashed forward and tried to take the
  small shape from her, but she held on to it fiercely, her sobs racking her whole body.


  It was then that Harris realized what she was holding. It was a baby. But by the look of its bloodsoaked body, it couldnt possibly still be alive. Oh, the poor little sod, thought Harris.
  A doctor came along and tried to soothe the distraught woman, speaking quietly and calmly, making no attempt to relieve her of her burden. Then, with his arm around her, and the nurse on the other
  side, he led her away.


  Everyone in the room appeared shaken by the drama. There was silence for a few seconds then everyone
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