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Ratcops


Prologue

 


“Ear,” Biker suddenly asked. “How, er, how
d’you go about getting in to your lot, then?”

“What, join up you mean?”

“Well, yeah. Or is it some sort of
secret.”

Driver took a deep breath and shook his head.
“Ooh, I dunno mate. They only take the creme de la creme. Gotta be
a top man for this lot. All sorts of training, psychological
testing, weapons training. Shit like that. They don’t just take
anyone, you know.”

 


oOo


-1-

 


“...so then I says, wot, no chickens?”

There was a deathly hush as the van swayed
lightly on its suspension.

“Get it? Huh? So I says, wot, no chickens! No
chickens. Get it?”

The five tired officers simply stared at
their colleague.

“I give up. No sense of humour, you lot.”

The van lurched alarmingly as it swept around
a tight bend, and they all swore.

“Sorry!” the driver mumbled over the
intercom. “Avoiding a bike. Nearly there.”

“Arse,” Sniper grunted, shifting on the
padded bench, trying to recover a modicum of comfort. He was, like
the others, soaked with foul-smelling effluent, and the plastic
seat-covers were slick with the stuff.

“Still can’t believe you didn’t get it. No
chickens, I said.”

“Roid. Shut the fuck up.”

Roid looked hurt, as he always did, and
glanced across at Jenny in the vain hope of finding a hint of
sympathy in her big brown eyes. But Jenny was crashed out, slumped
on the bench, her helmeted head lolling on her shoulders. She was
new on the team, and hadn’t been officially christened yet. Until
she’d acquired a suitable nickname, and to do so she’d have to earn
the team’s respect, they’d carry on calling her by her real
name.

“Yeah. Shut up, Roid,” said Sniper, echoing
Trapper’s sentiments.

The rest of the journey back to the station
was spent in silence, except for the creaking of their armour and
equipment, and the rumble of the van on the road.

There were six of them in the unit, five men
and one woman. Roid, Sniper, and Trapper had been the first
recruits to be taken in by the Bulletin promising hazard-pay for
unspecified Special Duties. The three of them were soon joined by
Gutbucket and Raygun, and then the Sergeant had walked into the
classroom at the Force Training Establishment and told them what it
was they’d volunteered for.

*

 


“Right, Constables. Smoke ‘em if you’ve got
‘em. My name’s Cromwell. Sergeant Cromwell. On behalf of the Chief
himself, welcome to your new unit. I shall read this memo written
in the Chief’s own fair hand, so listen up one and all: To the
Officers of the newly-formed Special Duties Task Force. My sincere
congratulations on behalf of the Secretary of State for Home
Affairs. You have volunteered to carry out duties which will test
you to the limits of endurance. It will I am sure prove a thankless
task, and one which by its classified nature you will not be
permitted to speak of. However, throughout the months to come, rest
assured that your efforts will not go unnoticed or unappreciated by
those of us privy to your deeds. I am sure you will carry out your
new duties with the same verve and dedication shown during the
selection process.

“Signed, Chief Officer, blah-blah-blah.
Right, that’s that load of bollocks out the way. You’re probably
all sitting there wondering what it is you’ve let yourselves in
for, right?”

“Yes Sarge,” Gutbucket had said,
dutifully.

“Well. I’m going to tell you,” the Sergeant
smiled, beaming down at their expectant faces. “But not until
you’ve read Standing Order Number Zero-Nine-A and signed the bottom
line on Form SDTF One.”

“What’s all this, Sarge?” Sniper asked as the
papers were passed around.

“Right, my lovely lads. The creme de la
creme. You have volunteered for special duties beyond and above the
call of nature and all that crap.”

The Sergeant strode around the middle of the
classroom, hands clasped behind his back, chin jutting and looking
for all the world like Mussolini in a copper’s uniform as he
continued:

“You will be handling deadly weapons. You
will be expected to use deadly force if ever and whenever
necessary. You’ll be trained in specialist techniques.”

They looked up from their paperwork, eyes
gleaming, backs ram-rod straight as the Sergeant carried on:

“And you will most definitely not speak of
what you do to any bugger. Not your wives, girlfriends, boyfriends,
fellow officers senior or otherwise. Not your mums, dads, brothers,
sisters or any other bloody family members. Once you sign that
dotted line, you are in the SDTF. That bit of paper makes the
Official Secrets (Amendment) Act of 1999 look like a hire-purchase
agreement. Believe me when I say, if any of you lot so much as
breathe a word about your duties to a living soul, your ‘ead
will decorate a pole at Traitor’s Gate just like in the good old
days!”

The recruits chuckled. They’d made it. Landed
on both feet for sure this time, no more bloody point-duty, no more
parking-tickets, and no more bloody shoplifters.

“You have all been specially selected from
over five thousand candidates from every Force nationwide. And
that’s all I’m allowed to tell you until each and every one of you
has signed Form SDTF One and signed your soul over to the Unit. Any
bloke wants to opt out better leave now.”

No-one left. The silence that followed the
Sergeant’s monologue was broken only by the sound of biros
frantically scratching paper. When they’d all signed, and the
Sergeant had collected the papers, he smiled broadly.

“Well done one and all.”

They shuffled in their seats, suddenly
uncomfortable as the Sergeant’s face cracked into a bare-faced
grin.

“You are now all members of the Special
Duties Task Force,” he was almost laughing now, and the recruits
were looking at each other uneasily. “Your mission, Jim, which
you’ve all just bloody accepted, is to seek out and destroy
London’s greatest Underworld threat. Rattus Rattus
Supremicus.”

“Er, who are they, Sarge?” Roid asked.

“Never ‘eard of ‘em,” Gutbucket said.

“Not that terrorist organisation what blew up
the post office in Tower Hamlets, Sarge?” asked Raygun.

“No son. Not them. You are now what we have
dubbed, with our renowned compassion and sensitivity, Ratcops.
You’re going to seek out and destroy Super Rat, wherever he may
live.”

“Wot?”

The Sergeant grinned, switched on the
classroom TV monitor, and made a great play of taking a video
cassette from a locked case.

“Super Rat, my lovelies,” he chuckled, and
pressed the video’s play-button.

The recruits sat dumbstruck, eyes glued to
the monitor. The film started by displaying the Home Office Seal
and admonishing viewers that if the material was seen by or
promulgated to anyone not holding Level Two security clearance,
capital punishment would be recommended by the Crown Prosecution
Service.

Then a white-coated Government scientist
appeared, speaking in clipped tones, describing in detail the rise
of Rattus Rattus Supremicus. Super Rat. Able to adapt
cognitively to its surroundings, living beneath the city’s streets,
resistant to all the usual rodent control methods. Possessed of an
intelligence which clearly impressed the scientist/ narrator, Super
Rat had become bolder, and was now conducting night-time excursions
on the surface and causing untold mischief and mayhem to London’s
human population.

When the film finished, Sergeant Cromwell
switched off the set and ejected the tape. He was still grinning
from ear to ear when he turned his mocking gaze onto the new
recruits.

They sat in a state of profound shock, each
alone with his thoughts. Gutbucket was quietly shaking his head,
Raygun rocked back and forth, eyes blank, and Roid was actually
weeping.

“Now now, ladies!” Cromwell chuckled.

“Sarge,” Sniper whispered, his steel-grey
eyes narrowed to malevolent slits. “This is a piss-take,
right?”

“No, Constable. This is serious business. The
Home Office has set aside a considerable budget for this Unit, and
you are going to bloody earn it.”

“But rats, Sarge…” Roid whimpered.

“Nasty, ‘Orrible little buggers,” Cromwell
grinned, “A threat what you lot will soon be protecting Joe Public
against.”

“I didn’t join up to be some sort of Pied
Piper,” Sniper said. “I thought this was going to be some crack
Firearms Unit! I’ve spent years training with a rifle. I can shoot
the nuts off a fly at five hundred yards, and you want me to catch
bloody rats?”

“Fancy yourself as some sort of Sniper then,
do you?” Cromwell sneered, and that was how Sniper got his
name.

The Sergeant sat back on the desk in front of
the blackboard, and picked up a folder. “Let’s get one thing
straight from the outset. You lot haven’t been selected for your
sheer bloody genius and outstanding police work! In fact, if it
weren’t for the fact that the nation’s desperately short of
officers, you useless bastards would have been out on your
good-for-nothing arses a long time ago!

“You, for example!” and he pointed at
Sniper. “In common with your new team-mates, you’ve been on report
more times than I’ve had hot dinners! You’ve been in front of the
Chief so many times his missus is beginning to suspect back-door
shennanigans!

“You’re all FLUBs, the lot of you! Fat lazy
useless bastards! You especially,” he said, stabbing an
accusing finger, “Constable, you’re nothing more than one big
bucket of guts!”

And that was how Gutbucket obtained his
monicker.

The recruits squirmed on their plastic
chairs, eyes downcast as the Sergeant continued berating them:

“You think you’ve been picked because of some
innate star quality? You’ve been picked because you’re the bottom
of the bloody barrel and no self-respecting Chief Officer is going
to sacrifice his best men on a job like this! You,
Constable!” he jabbed a finger at Roid. “You’re the biggest pain in
the arse the Force has ever known!”

And that was how Roid obtained his charming
nick-name. Roid, a polite contraction of haemorrhoid.

“Yes, gentlemen, and I use the term
advisedly. This is a shit detail. And no worse a bunch of Flubs
could ever have been given such a tailor-made opportunity to redeem
themselves in the eyes of their superiors and colleagues as you
lot!”

“Sarge!” Trapper exclaimed, “There’s been a
mistake! I’m no waster!”

“Ah,” Cromwell rolled his eyes, and flipped a
page in his folder, “No waster, eh, Constable? Five years on
the Force and so far all you’ve managed to achieve is the issuance
of traffic tickets to female drivers! What, you don’t think this
has gone unnoticed by your elders and betters? The only bloody
officer in The Job to issue three thousand nine hundred and
forty-five tickets in a calendar year, all to women drivers?
The only officer in the force who’s gone through twenty-eight
official pocket note-books in a year? Oh deary me!” Cromwell rolled
his eyes again and did a passable imitation of the constable:
“There’s been a mistake!”

Then Cromwell’s voice hardened. “Let’s not
leave your new team-mates under the illusion that your profusion of
tickets and note-books is a sign of your diligence, Officer! Let’s
let ‘em all into the secret, eh? The only bloody reason you needed
so many notebooks was because you filled the old ones up with the
details of the female drivers you pulled! And I’m bloody sure that
nowhere in Force Standing Orders does it require you to obtain and
note down a driver’s telephone number or to give them marks out of
bloody ten! And don’t think your volunteering for continual
night-shift didn’t go unnoticed either!”

And that was how Trapper was dubbed.

“Which leaves you, Constable. Last but
not bloody least,” Cromwell slapped the folder back onto his desk
and folded his arms. “Constable bleedin’ Spock, who took it upon
himself to write to no less an official than the Home Secretary
Herself to complain about the CS Gas, Nightsticks, PepperSprays and
Flashgrenades that stand between us real coppers and a bloody
body-bag! The officer who took it upon himself to inform the Home
Secretary that Police Restraint Tactics are inhumane! The self-same
officer who suggested that the Home Secretary investigate the
possibility of obtaining Star-Trek bloody phaser-guns set to
bloody stun in order to obtain an injury-free arrest!”

The Sergeant paused, his face a picture of
incredulity. “Not content with telling Her Majesty’s Home Secretary
that all us real coppers should be armed with harmless ray-guns
instead of truncheons and peppersprays, the good constable then
tells his Chief Officer that he won’t venture out onto the
crime-ridden streets unless a more humane method of arrest is made
available! A conscientious bloody objector? In the bloody police
force? Gawd help us all!”

And so Raygun, the last of the original five,
was christened.

“No, you sorry bunch of Flubs. You aren’t
some sort of elite group of supercops picked from the cream of the
crop. You’re a bunch of bloody piss-poor excuses for coppers
scraped from the bottom of a bad barrel of shit that every Chief
Officer in the country tipped their worst into! Get used to the
idea. From now on, you’re Ratcops. You’ll work harder than you’ve
ever done before, and you will do your job. For a change.
Because if you don’t,” Cromwell grinned again, mercilessly,
“Because if you screw up on the job, there ain’t no good honest
hard-working coppers around to bail you out. You’re on your own.
And if you do make a balls of it, Super Rat will have your
nuts for breakfast.”

*

 


The van came to a halt in its underground
carpark below the Unit’s clandestine station. The driver hurriedly
evacuated the vehicle, sprinted through a steel door and banged it
shut behind him. A siren sounded, and powerful jets of disinfectant
and hot water streamed from faucets suspended from the carpark
ceiling.

The six Ratcops emerged from the back of the
van and though clearly exhausted stepped nimbly to each side of the
vehicle before a powerful blast of chemically-treated water
inundated the van’s interior. The noise was deafening, and the
pressure of the water-jets immense.

After five long minutes, the water-jets shut
down, and another siren sounded the all-clear.

“Bout f’kin time,” Roid complained, and the
sodden, dripping Ratcops made their tired way through another
steel-shuttered door to the changing-rooms.

Cromwell was waiting for them and they all
regarded him disdainfully. He stood six-feet two and was lean,
wiry, and fitter than any of the Ratcops would ever be. And he knew
it.

“Right, you poor tired sods. The Inspector
wants a full debriefing asap. Out of that clobber and into uniform
in five minutes.”

They groaned, and Cromwell treated them to
his finest grin before leaving them to it. In deference to Jenny’s
gender the Inspector had hung a curtain across the changing-room in
an attempt to preserve modesty, and she stepped behind the flimsy
partition to change.

“Need a hand with your armour?” Trapper
called out as she drew the curtain behind her.

“Bog off, Trapper,” she sighed, and the
others snorted. It was the closest any of them could get to
laughter after a job.

“Nice try,” Sniper said, peeling back the
velcro straps that held the kevlar and thermoplastic body-armour in
place.

“Matter of opinion,” Jenny grunted from
behind the curtain.

“Let’s face it,” Gutbucket groaned,
struggling out of his gear,”She’s probably the only woman in the
world Trapper stands a chance of pulling these days, smelling the
way we all do.”

“Speak for yourself, mate,” Raygun
interjected.

They did smell. Positively reeked. Either of
effluent or the disinfectant sterilisation fluid they were doused
with whenever they came back from a job. Roid frequently complained
that the latter was responsible for his rapidly-advancing male
pattern baldness.

It didn’t take long for them to change. The
Ratcop uniform was little more than a one-piece disposable overall.
Once they’d taken their armour off, the sweat-soaked overalls were
slung into a wheely-bin and a fresh set worn after they’d towelled
themselves dry. They were of course allowed to shower properly and
change into their civilian clothes before they went off duty.

Once they’d assembled in the briefing-room,
Cromwell fetched Mr.Travis, the Unit’s Inspector. Travis was an
uncompromising man in his fifties, and he’d been attached to the
SDTF to serve out the little time he had left before retirement.
Whilst he regarded his new Unit with the same disdain their former
superiors had, Travis at least had the integrity to admit they did
try to make the best of a bad job.

“So,” he said, taking a seat at the front of
the briefing-room. “Let’s hear it.”

“Sir,” Sniper sighed. He’d been unofficially
elected the team’s spokesman while he’d been in the toilet on their
second day of training. “We found traces of the target in the main
sewer, but we reckon the trail was at least two days old. No sign
of the creatures themselves beyond turds and a couple of old
nests.”

“Disappointing. Intelligence reckoned there’d
be a major nest down there,” Travis tapped his teeth with the end
of a biro. “You sure there were no other trails? No
indicators?”

“Yes, sir. Like I said, just turds.”

Cromwell grunted. “What makes you think they
came from Supremicus?”

“Definately Superturds, Sarge,” Roid
declared.

“Yes, Sarge, Superturds, no doubt about it,”
Gutbucket interjected enthusiastically, and the rest of the team
nodded seriously.

“All right, settle down!” Cromwell growled,
expression stern.

“Brought back a sample, Sarge, so forensics
could confirm it.”

“What’s this? Initiative, Constable Sniper?”
Cromwell grinned. Even the superior officers used the team’s
nicknames. Too ashamed to use the real ones, Raygun had said.

“Sarge,” Sniper replied, straight-faced.

“Let’s see them then,” Travis sighed.

“Jenny’s got ‘em, sir.”

Jenny pulled the small plastic bag from her
overalls pocket and tossed it casually across to Cromwell.
“Definately Superturds, Sarge,” she added, starting off another
chorus of enthusiastic agreement.

“Hmmm,” Cromwell said, studying the bag and
the large pellets it securely contained. “I think they’re right
sir,” and he handed them to the Inspector.

“I’ll take your word for it, Sergeant,”
Travis said distastefully, refusing to accept the package.

“Ooh! Sir?” Raygun asked, raising his hand, a
schoolboy gesture that never failed to irritate Cromwell.

“Yes?” Travis replied, grateful to have his
attention diverted from the bag and its unsavoury contents.

“Sir, how did Intelligence come up with this
gen? I mean, do they go down the tunnels or what?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Well. I mean, if Intelligence is actually
going down there to look for Super Rat, then why don’t they job him
off at the same time and save us the trouble?”

There was a chorus of ‘here-heres’ from the
rest of the team.

Cromwell sighed sadly and shook his head.

“They don’t,” Travis said.

“Don’t what, sir?” Gutbucket asked.

“Don’t go down the sewers. That’s your
job.”

There was a brief silence. Finally, Raygun
put his hand up again.

“Then how do they know where to tell us to
look, sir?”

“They know,” Cromwell interjected on his
superior’s behalf. “That’s why they’re called Intelligence and
you’re not.”

“It’s very technical,” the Inspector added.
“Something to do with radar, I think.”

“Right, well,” Cromwell stood up, deflecting
any further comments from the floor. “If that’s all, sir?”

“I think so,” Travis said, grateful for the
chance to escape. The smell of disinfectant was overpowering and
had the nasty property of clinging to one’s clothes if too long
exposed. “Well done. Get some rest, back at it tomorrow night.”

They all stood as the Inspector left the
room.

“Right then,” Cromwell said when the door had
shut. “Any more of that rubbish when Mr Travis is de-briefing you
and your next patrol will be on the Battersea Outfall. Got it?”

“Sarge.”

“Right. Trapper, since you’re so bloody keen
on Superturds you can take care of this lot and sort the forensic
forms out. Rest of you can bog off home or whatever else you call
the pits you sleep in.”

They dispersed, the blokes to the locker-room
to shower and change and Jenny to the small room set aside for
female use. It was eight-thirty on a Friday morning, and the sun
was streaming down outside. When they emerged from the non-descript
office they used for their covert station, it was already hot. July
promised to be a real scorcher, and yet they were stuck on
night-shift. Permanently. They each made their own ways home, pale
and blinking in the bright light of the glorious summer’s day.
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Night-duty for the Ratcops started at ten pm,
though they’d learned to arrive fully thirty minutes early to
change into their overalls and prepare for whatever the night might
bring. The office unit the Force had rented in the Docklands
industrial area was ideal cover for their secret operations; the
Home Office had decided that the public was best kept in the dark
about the rise of Rattus Supremicus and the damage it was
causing.

In truth, the threat that the Ratcops were
attempting to eradicate was very real. Science fiction had become
science fact with the rise of Supremicus, and the
larger-than-normal sewer-rat was no simple rodent. The creature
possessed an alarming degree of intelligence and was proliferating.
So far, the animal’s night-time excursions had been simple forays
for food, but the creature was seemingly immune to conventional
pest-control methods and it was becoming bolder.

In a recent raid on an East End market
warehouse, the rats had overcome security measures designed to keep
out human raiders and made off with almost a quarter of a metric
ton of fresh fruit and veg. Their human counterparts would have had
great difficulty in achieving the same result whilst remaining
undetected by the frequent police patrols and sophisticated alarm
systems. Only their teeth-marks and paw-prints had identified
Rattus Supremicus as the perpetrators.

When Sniper walked into the small room set
aside as a rest area, Jenny was already sitting in one of the
armchairs reading a training manual.

“Evening,” he grunted cheerfully, plopping
into a chair and lighting a cigarette.

“Wotcha,” she replied jovially, but without
looking up from her book.

Sniper noted the title of the tome she was
reading: Supremicus, a Field Study. It was an informative
treatise which the Home Office had used to brief Ministers when
their budget request had been tabled.

Sniper studied the woman while she read.
Jenny was twenty-eight, single, and five-foot one in her regulation
boots. She had a pleasant, round face framed with short mousy brown
hair, and her most attractive feature was her enormous brown eyes.
But she was aloof, a loner like all the others, and all the blokes
sadly agreed that she was thoroughly lacking in sexual charm. Even
Trapper grudgingly admitted that his constant attempts at wheedling
his way into her drawers were little more than a blatant attempt to
maintain his reputation.

Not that Jenny minded. Far from it. She had
always regretted being a woman in a man’s world, and so had her
parents. She flicked a quick glance over the top of the book and
caught Sniper studying her.

“What?” she demanded.

“Nothing. Just wondering.”

“Not in a month of Sundays,” she said with
practiced ease.

“Nah, not that. Wondering how you ended up
here is all.”

“Volunteered. Like you and the rest I
suppose.”

“What, you mean you fell for the
blood-and-guts gung-ho memo?”

“What memo?” she frowned, lowering her book
as Trapper and Roid walked in.

“The memo,” Sniper repeated. “You know. The
one that went on about hazardous special duties? The one that
hooked us all into volunteering?”

Jenny looked aghast. “What, you
volunteered? For this crap?”

Sniper looked puzzled.

“We all did,” Trapper said, as he and Roid
sat down.

“So did you,” Sniper exclaimed, “You just
said so.”

“No,” Jenny said, her face a picture of
anguish. “I said I was volunteered. You mean you bastards
had a choice?”

And that was how Jenny earned her
nickname.

*

 


“Right you lot. Settle down,” Cromwell closed
the briefing-room door and took up his customary position sitting
on the desk in front of them.

“Jenny’s got a new name, Sarge!” Roid
exclaimed excitedly.

“Which is?” Cromwell raised a hopeful
eyebrow.

“Pressgang,” Trapper said.

Cromwell smile his wicked smile, remembering
the personnel reports they’d received when she’d been transferred
to the Unit. Her superiors were at the end of their collective
tether trying to stem the enthusiasm with which the female officer
flung herself into every dirty job that was going. Fed up with her
trying to prove she could do a man’s job. So they’d transferred her
into the Ratcops, where, they sincerely hoped, she would be happy
as a pig in poo.

“Constable Pressgang it is then,” Cromwell
grinned. “Right. Job on. West End, tunnel twelve. Intelligence
reckons this is a hot one.”

They groaned.

“Intelligence sucks,” Roid said, articulating
their opinion of the faceless scientists whose job it was to track
the Super Rat and locate the main lair.

“Yes, they probably do,” Cromwell affirmed,
“But yours is not to reason why. Yours is to get kitted up and
check it out. Now, problem one: It’s still fairly light outside.
Trouble with summer. So the van’s been modified for daylight
operations.”

The Sergeant turned to the blackboard and
chalked up a hasty diagram. “There’s a trap-door in the floor of
the personnel compartment. The driver’ll pull up over the manhole,
you lot open the trap, lift the cover, and you’re into the tunnel
without anyone seeing you. Got it?”

They nodded unenthusiastically. Yet another
technical device waiting to go wrong.

“What about when we come up?” Raygun
asked.

“Wot?” Cromwell asked, taken aback.

“Well, who’s going to open the
trap-door?”

“You’ll leave it open, you pillock,” Cromwell
sighed.

“But what if the manhole’s in the middle of
the road? Most of ‘em are. You can’t just leave a bloody great
Transit stuck in the middle of the road, Sarge. Not on a Friday
night.”

“We are the police, Raygun, you tosser. We
can do what we bloody like.” Cromwell stared at the officers, the
total confusion on his face mirrored in theirs.

“But it’s an unmarked van, Sarge,” Roid
said.

“I know it’s a sodding unmarked van, Roid,
what’s that got to do with anything?”

“Well. With no blue lights or nothing,
there’s nothing to show it’s a police vehicle. So if Driver leaves
it in the middle of the road, he’s likely to get pulled.”

“Look,” Cromwell said, struggling to remain
calm, “I don’t see what the problem is? If the bloody manhole
cover’s in the middle of the bloody road, Driver will park over the
hole. You go through the door, down the bloody manhole, and do your
bloody job. Where’s the tricky bit?” He looked at their blank faces
and sat heavily on the desk, despair etching his features like a
ten-year drinking binge.

“But Driver can’t just sit in the middle of
the road all night, Sarge,” Roid protested. “He’ll get nicked.”

“What Roid’s trying to say is,” Pressgang
interjected, “If we have to use a manhole in the middle of the
road, in daylight conditions, which is quite possible even at night
in summer, we’ll need to set up some sort of roadworks signs or
something. To maintain our cover. Sarge.”

There was a deathly silence as Cromwell
looked at them, then turned and slowly left the room.

“Roid. You’re a twat,” Sniper remarked.

“Not my fault!” Roid protested.

“It’s a legitimate point,” Trapper stressed.
“I mean, it’s all well and good us going down the tunnels under
cover of darkness, but if we’re going to stay covert when we’re
kitted up with all our gear, we need to stay out of sight.”

“Cheers, Trapper,” Roid said, smiling his
gratitude.

“Bog off, Roid,” Trapper replied vehemently.
“Just ‘cos I subscribe to the theory don’t mean I subscribe to
you.”

The door opened and Cromwell walked in,
purposefully. “Right. If needs be, and I stress if needs be, Driver
will deploy cordon tapes and roadworks signs if, and only
if, the van has to be parked on site. In the middle of the
road. Now is that perfectly bloody clear?”

They nodded.

“Sure? Anybody else got any questions, or can
I get back to the bloody briefing?”

“No Sarge,” Roid offered placatingly.

“No Sarge what?” Cromwell cried, “No Sarge no
more questions, or no Sarge you can’t get back to the
briefing?”

“Sarge?” Roid asked, confused.

“Roid, you are without doubt the biggest pain
in the arse known to Man,” Cromwell spat disgustedly.

“What’s the job, then?” Sniper sighed.

“At last! Someone who remembers what we’re
here for! Now listen up, for God’s Sake!” Cromwell pulled down a
roller-map and indicated the tunnels Intelligence wanted checked
out. “Here’s were you go in...”

“Through the new trap-door, Sarge?” Roid
asked.

“Once more and you’re a dead man, Roid. Do
you understand?”

“Sarge.”

“There are six sewers all merging at this
central gallery. The gallery flows into the main Atrium some five
hundred yards south of your entry point. You’ll each take one of
the sewers, check it out, and then return to the gallery before
proceeding on to the Atrium. Clear?”

They nodded. Technically, an Atrium was a
retention chamber. A massive circular pit capable of holding
hundreds of thousands of gallons of effluent. When it rained, or
when the citizens of London flushed their toilets at approximately
the same time, the sewers couldn’t cope with the amount of liquid
they were suddenly obliged to pass. Without the enormous retention
chambers, sewers would back up, flooding basements and bathrooms
all over the city. The Atrium acted as a temporary reservoir, until
the large-bore outfalls in their base could drain the effluent and
feed it to the processing plants.

“Good. You’ll be taking the usual kit, but
this time you’ll be armed. Shotguns and shotpistols will have to be
signed for before you embus.”

Raygun held up his hand. “Sarge, I’ve just
had a thought. Why haven’t we been issued with flame-throwers? If
we do come across a big nest, they’d be much more efficient and
humane than shotguns.”

Everyone turned to look at him, and he
shifted uncomfortably under their gaze. Raygun was a rake of a man,
gaunt to the point of being painfully thin, and though only
thirty-two looked considerably older. His sallow, pinched features
gave him the harrowing look of a prison-camp survivor.

“What did I say?” he protested meekly.

“You tell him, Constable Pressgang,” Cromwell
sighed.

“You got any idea how much flammable material
gets poured down the drains every day?” she said ruefully. “Petrol,
diesel, engine oil, fuel oil, paraffin? Not to mention flammable
chemicals and other toxic waste. Then there’s the methane gas.”

Raygun looked sheepish. They’d all done the
training course, but they’d been bombarded with so much information
over the four-week induction period it was hard to remember it
all.

“And since when’s a flame-thrower been more
humane than a shotgun?” Sniper asked.

Raygun shrugged. “I just thought...” and then
he trailed off, and went back to toying with his ball-point.

“Right. That’s about it. Remember, kiddies,
this isn’t a recce. This is isn’t a training mission. You’re not
looking for bloody superturds, Constable Gutbucket. Nor are you
interested in pawprints in the slime. You’re after Supremicus. If
you don’t get him, rest assured he’ll bloody get you. Last chance
for questions,” Cromwell paused, then added hurriedly, “Serious
bloody questions relating to tonight’s job.”

There were none.

“Get kitted up. In the van in twenty.
Clear?”

“Sarge.”

Down in the changing room the mood became
serious, and the tension they all felt was thinly-disguised with
attempts at humour.

“Reckon we should change Raygun’s name to
Flamethrower,” Trapper said, pulling on his armoured greaves.

“Fireball,” Pressgang offered as she slapped
the velcro straps of her body-armour into place.

“Captain Fireball?” Roid said, hopefully.

“Fuck off, Roid,” Raygun said, and all of
them, including Roid, laughed.

It took fifteen minutes to don the protective
armour and helmets, and they tested their radio gear while they
queued for their weapons. The shotguns were five-shot Browning
autos and the pistols specially-commissioned Cullum twelve-bore
five-shot revolvers. The pistols were originally designed to fire
shotgun blanks for bird-scaring, but the model issued to Ratcops
took live cartridges. A bandolier of thirty Number 6 cartridges
completed the arsenal.

Once the weapons were issued and signed for,
the team wandered out to the van waiting in its subterranean
garage. Driver was smoking and leaning against the back doors
chatting with Cromwell. As the team approached, he opened the rear
double-doors.

“Wotcher!” he exclaimed jovially. He was
always jovial on the way out to a job. It was only when the team
returned smelling worse than the sewers that he kept himself shut
away in the safety of his air-conditioned cab.

“Where’s this mod then, Sarge?” Sniper asked,
and a typically grinning Cromwell pointed to the steel plate and
hinges welded to the floor of the personnel compartment.

“That?” Trapper grunted.

“That,” Cromwell asserted.

“Christ. No way’s Gutbucket gonna fit through
that!” Roid exclaimed.

“Roid. I should remind you that I’m carrying
a bleedin’ twelve-bore and it’s pointed right at your
bollocks.”

Roid turned to laugh at Gutbucket. “Yeah, but
they don’t let us load ‘em until we’re on site! Besides, we’ve all
got bullet-proof jock-straps.”

“Is that right Sarge? Our gear’s
bullet-proof?” Pressgang asked.

“Ask Sniper.”

Sniper sniffed derisively. “Maybe. Kevlar
re-inforced thermoplastic. Might stop a shotgun. Doubt if it’d stop
a nine mil or a 357. Designed to stop the bloody rats eating you,
that’s all.”

“Let’s try it.” Gutbucket grunted
ominously.

“On yer way. You can shoot Roid later,”
Cromwell announced straight-faced.

They clambered into the van amid grunts and
protests, jostling for space in their cumbersome gear. Finally,
when they were all seated, Cromwell slammed the doors and Driver
started up the van.

“The wheels on the van go round and round...”
Roid began singing.

Gutbucket slipped a cartridge into the
feed-slot of the Browning and Roid took the hint. Pressgang, new to
the team, sat in the corner nearest the air-tight partition
separating the compartment from the driver’s cab. She smiled at
Gutbucket, who grinned back and winked. He was a massive man, to be
sure. The archetypal jolly policeman, red-faced and bearded.
Twenty-four stone and five-foot ten of good-natured
bone-idleness.

Raygun sat on Gutbucket’s right, and opposite
him was Sniper. Sniper was a strange bloke, or so the others had
told Pressgang when she’d joined the team. He’d been in the Army
before joining the Force, and probably was a good shot. Trouble
was, no-one knew for sure. He didn’t look like the cold-blooded
killer he imagined himself to be. Rather the opposite, in fact. His
boyish face and short blond hair gave him an almost cherubic look,
and a fondness for beer in his youth had left him with a
pot-bellied paunch.

That left Trapper. A swarthy individual who
actually looked good with his Ratkit on, unlike the others. Trapper
swore blind that he possessed mediterranean genes, and that was why
the ladies loved him. Gutbucket said the only jeans Trapper had
were bought from Burton’s in Kingston. Which was probably true.

For all the jibes and the banter, though,
they were gelling into a team in spite of their shortcomings.
Whatever else was said and done, the six Ratcops were, if in
no-ones eyes but their own, an elite force. That no-one else could
be persuaded to take on the task of eliminating the super rats was
beside the point.

Pressgang felt good as she surveyed the
cramped personnel compartment. She had two guns, a beltful of ammo,
and the armour she was wearing neutered her gender. With the new
nickname she’d acquired she was finally what she’d always wanted to
be: one of the boys.

“Wotchew grinning at?” Raygun asked, his
voice crackling from the tiny speakers inside her helmet.

“You lot. What a bloody shower.”

They laughed, the sound tinny over the
radios.

“Says you,” Gutbucket chuckled. “Pair of
bloody eyes staring out from a pile of plastic. That’s all you
are!”

“Jealousy’ll get you nowhere.”

“Watch out, Trapper. Gutbucket’s moving in on
your bird,” Roid exclaimed.

Trapper began loading his shotgun, and Roid
coughed nervously. The van swung and rocked on its suspension, and
Sniper banged on the partition.

“Sorry, bunch of drunks in the road. We’re
about five minutes away,” Driver announced over the intercom.

“Tool up,” Sniper said, and they all began
loading their weapons. “Magazines only. Don’t chamber the cartridge
until we’re in the tunnel.”

“No shit,” Raygun muttered, forgetting that
the microphone in his helmet was active.

“I just don’t want you blowing my arse off as
you go down the frikkin ladder,” Sniper grunted.

“Sorry.”

“Have you blokes ever actually seen a
Supremicus?” Pressgang suddenly asked. “Outside of the pictures on
the telly, I mean?”

It went quiet, and then the van slowed to
halt.

“Sit tight!” Driver called over the intercom.
“I’ll let you know when it’s safe to get out.”

Pressgang was still waiting for an answer.
“Well?”

Someone coughed.

“I’ll take that as a no, then, shall I?”

“Well,” Roid mumbled, “We’ve only been doing
the odd recce up until now.”

“Ah. So this is your first real outing too.
Just wanted to get things straight before we go down. I mean, I’d
hate to be labouring under the impression that you lot are seasoned
veterans and I’m just the new kid in town.”

“We’ve got a lot more experience than you
have down below, Pressgang,” Raygun interjected.

“That’s for bloody sure!” Trapper
grinned.

“Oh ha bloody ha!” Pressgang mocked, “Can’t
you keep your mind above your crotch for more than five minutes at
a time?”

“Nope. Why?”

“Look,” Sniper said, his tone businesslike as
he loaded shells into his revolver. “We’re not saying you’re crap
or anything like that. Just that we’ve been down there a lot longer
than you. Yesterday night was just a recce along a gallery and some
offshoots. Tonight we’ll be splitting up, one per sewer.”

“I can handle it.”

“Any time,” Trapper quipped.

“Bog off, Trapper.”

“Ladies please,” Raygun said softly. “All
we’re saying is stick close and keep your wits about you. Remember
the training and you’ll be all right.”

“I’ll remember my training. You lot just
remember yours,” Pressgang stared pointedly at Raygun.
“Flamethrower, anyone?”

“Oy, what’s brought all this on?” Roid
protested. “Your time of the month or something?”

“Up yours.”

They heard the driver’s door bang shut and
then the all-clear to debus came over the intercom.

“Get the bloody trap open then,” Sniper
said.

Roid released the bolts, and they had to
shuffle along the benches to make way for the heavy steel plate as
it was raised.

“Where’s the f’kin’ manhole?” Roid asked,
staring down at the road.

“Oy! Driver!” Trapper yelled, raising his
visor to shout into the intercom. “Where’s the manhole?”

“Under the van!” Driver protested.

“No it bloody isn’t!”

“Shit.”

The engine started and they lurched forward.
Roid was caught off-guard and fell into Gutbucket’s ample lap, and
the trap-door slammed down onto Raygun’s leg. Then the driver
applied the brakes, hurling Roid forwards to land on top of the
trap-door.

“Should be there now
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