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Mason leant against the sun-heated wall of the barn and groped in his pocket for a couple of
environmentally friendly shotgun cartridges. When he remembered that what he held in his other hand
wasawaking stick, heinstead leant the stick against the wall, pulled out his tobacco tin, and rolled
himsdf acigarette.

He' d seen it disappearing round the corner of the barn. It was that big black bastard Smith had been
having trouble with; the one that had led Smith’ s nice shiny new cybernetic ratter into the path of a
combine. Yes, it was over here now, where the pickings were easier. No cybernetic ratters here, nor any
automatic lasers. Mason drew on his cigarette and frowned.

His own rats hadn’t done this, for he had an agreement with them, of sorts. It worked out at about one
percent of histota harvest, which was certainly cheaper than the products of Traptech. There was aso
the advantage that he knew precisaly where their food was coming from and was able to lace it with birth
control chemicals. He peered down at the hole through the dloy wall. The black rat was certainly clever,
he' d giveit that, for the hole had been cut with afile or a hacksaw.

With asigh Mason pushed himsdf away from the wall and headed back to his house. It looked like war
again. As he stepped back out onto the track he noticed the chief brown rat watching him from around
bale of wheat straw. It wore itstool-belt and had a small sack dung over one shoulder. Mason pointed at
the holein thewall and in response the brown rat held up its paw, twitched its nose, and shrugged.
Mason spat the remains of hisrollie on the ground as the brown rat disappeared over the other side of
thebale.

It might have been possible for him to push the agreement further, but communicating with ratswas a
difficult thing at the best of times. Last time he had done it with pictures. one of arat eating grain nailed
over the entrance to an old tin shed in which he put their one percent, and pictures of rats being blown
gpart with shotguns on the doors to the storage barns. After the violent demise of about ten rats, the rest
only took grain from the tin shed, but Mason had to wonder if the pictures had hel ped them to cometo a
decison at al. And anyway, how could he convey with pictures his displeasure at the depredations of the
black rat and hiskin? No, there was only one solution: splatter the bastard.

* * % %

The shotgun closed with asatisfying click and Mason hoiked it up under hisarm before setting out from
his house. Two hundred acres of alpha-wheat had to be brought in today and he needed to get this
problem sorted. He'd sedled thefirst hole only to find another behind a patch of stinging nettles, amost
asif thefirst had been adecoy. This second hole led into the rapeseed storage barn, from which therat
had somehow managed to stedl aquarter of aton of seed overnight. As he had thought: it was here with
itskin, and probably hereto stay.

“Right, you little shit head,” said Mason as he stepped out of his house. “ Show one whisker today and
you'rerat burgers.”

He surveyed the yard before him like a Tommy about to go over the top, then with firm purposein his
stride he set out for the combine garage. The black rat didn’t show itself as he crossed the yard, nor
when he hit the lock pad to Garage Two and the door did open. He surveyed the yard again with deep
suspicion before turning back to the garage and addressing the immense harvester before him.



“Combine Bertha, access code seven three two, Mason - respond.”
A low humming issued from the machine and itslights glimmered reluctantly.
“Code confirmed - ingtructions,” responded the silky voice of the combine.

“Felds G27 through to G31 are ready for adpha-wheat harvesting. Run adiagnogtic and if you' rewithin
parameters proceed to harvest.”

The humming from the combine increased and its lights glared bright then went out. Itsdiesd engine
gtarted, blasting out acloud of acrid black smoke. Various mechanical soundsissued from its mysterious
chambers. Its cutters swished together, itsredl turned, and its augers chuntered to themselves. Mason
nodded to himsdlf in satisfaction: one of the best investments he had ever made.

“| am unableto proceed,” said Bertha

“What?’

““1 am unableto proceed.”

The combine groaned asit went into reverse gear and withdrew further into the garage.
“Why are you unable to proceed?’ Mason asked through grinding teeth.

“It'stoo big out there.”

* * % %

The brown rat came close, very close, for against the light background of the balesit had appeared
black. Mason kept it in his sightsjust to make a point and watched it asit backed up to thewall of straw
asif walking on broken glass. At length it dropped its sack and raised its paws above its head. Mason
lowered his shotgun.

“Y our lucky day, punk.”

Heturned away and stomped back to his house. Watching him go the brown rat lowered its paws and
shook itshead. Had it swest glands it would have wiped itsbrow. It hadn't. It picked up its sack and
with adegree of determination in its scamper headed for its home. Mason stepped inside his own home,
abandoning his shotgun in the porch, and with much reluctance picked up his phone. About half an hour
later he ended up speaking to ared person.

“What do you mean, ‘not till Saturday? There' sabelt of rain onitsway!”
The voice on the other end of the phone said something reassuring.

“| paid good money for that harvester and | expect service!”

The voice deferred respongibility.

“Then put himon!”

The voice was gpol ogetic.

“Mgorcal”

The voicetried to cover dl points.



Mason dammed the phone down.

As he picked up his shotgun and stamped outside he swore with staccato regul arity.

* k% k% %

Three of the bastards, black rats certainly, but not the one, not the boss. He was bigger, had abit of a
limp and scars on his back from that encounter with Smith’ sratter. Mason raised his shotgun and
carefully rested it across the cowling of the old Fergussen. Now, al he had to do waswait until they were
inline. They hadn’t seen him yet. Thelittle cart they were harnessed to was occupying dl of their
attention. Wait. Wait...

Mason let rip with both barrels. Onerat disintegrated and another one legpt about, without the benefit of
directionsfrom its head, and tangled itsdf up in its harness. The third one hurriedly tried to unhook itsdlf.

1] Gotd,]a. ”

Mason cackled as he cracked open hisgun, but in his excitement he did it too high and the hot end of a
spent cartridge hit him on the nose and szzled.

“Fuck!”
Theremaining rat was free and dragging itself away.

“Bugger!” Mason thunked in two new cartridges. His eyes were watering so much it took him amoment
to locate the remaining rat over by the dung hill, which it was struggling to ascend. Mason took aim, then
after a pause he lowered the gun. At the top of the hill stood the brown rat, its miniature crossbow held
steadily on the black rat. Finaly the black rat saw the brown, and froze.

“Go on, shoot,” said Mason, wiping at hiseyes.

Sowly, carefully, the black rat pulled itself upright and raised its pawsinto the air. The brown rat lowered
its crosshow and watched asthe black rat dragged itself away.

Mason could hardly believe what he was seeing. He raised his shotgun just asthetail of the black rat
disappeared behind the dung hill. Then he swore and lowered it, came out from behind the tractor, and
approached the cart the three black rats had been towing. The brown rat approached from the other
sde

The cart had been made from a cut-down supermarket trolley and was |oaded with various pieces of
mechanica and dectrical junk filched from one of Mason’ sworkshops. There were also bags of
rapeseed stacked on it. Mason glanced at the brown rat as it stared avidly at those bags. He gestured at
the contrivance and turned away to head indoors. He needed to put some cream on his nose.

* * % %

Mason rested his hand on hiswallet and repressed the urge to bolt the doors and fetch his gun as the suit
stepped out of his car, till speaking into his mobile. Mason had asked for amaintenance man and they
had sent him a salesman. He hated salesmen.

“Ah, Mr. Mason, so pleased to meet you,” said the suit, pocketing his phone and taking out an electronic
filofax.

Mason shuddered.



“Maintenance has informed me you are having some problemswith that old TW157 harvester.” The
filofax disappeared and the suit retrieved a briefcase from his car. The case opened with ahorrid click.
Glossy brochures glistened at Mason from theinterior.

“If I might interest youiin...”

Somehow Mason found himself in his own kitchen with brochures spread on the table before him and his
throat clenched over a scream. The man must have trained as atime-share salesman before moving on,
for hisskinwasn't just thick, it was averitable armor.

“But | don’t want anew harvester or anew drive mind! | want my old one repaired, asit should be
under the warranty!”

“Yes, of course you do, and there are advantages in retaining such archaic equipment. So for you | can
offer twenty percent off the TW158 or twenty-five percent off the newest drive mind with free
ingdlation. I'll bein trouble with my boss, but for such a customer asyou, Mr. Mason, it is essentid that
we...”

And so it went on, and on, and Mason found himself walking to the door, clutching a piece of paper he'd
been ahair’ s breadth from signing, the suit pacing at hisside. The sdll was getting more brutal now, for
the suit was moving him to different territory - the garage - to try adifferent approach, perhapsto draw
comparisons between his old 157 and the new 158. Mason felt powerlessto resist. Perhapsif he signed
something this suit would go away, disappear. How long had it been now? One hour, two hours?

“Of course the TW158 is not so prone to agoraphobiaasthe 157. It hasthe optional on off switch,
which makesfor asubgtantia power saving. Y ou'll notice your bills”

“Agoraphobia?’ Mason managed. He halted at the door, shaking his head. “My harvester has got
agorgphobia?’

“Yes, thefear of open spaces, fairly common with the 157 when garaged for the winter. As| said, with
the optional on off switch there are such-”

The salesman opened the door and there came aresounding thud.
“Suchwha?’

“Urgh!”

“Pardon?’

“Aargh!”

The suit stumbled back and sat down on the floor. Mason peered down at him and noticed alarge cut on
his head at the center of aquickly inflating lump on hisforehead. In front of the sslesman, lying on the
doormat, was alarge hexagona wheel nut. Mason ducked down by the jamb and |ooked outside. The
black rat, the boss, waslegging it for thefields, his beautifully constructed siege catapult abandoned in the
yard. Mason grinned then frowned.

“Havetofind away,” he said, and thumped the door jamb, then, “Of course, idiot!”

Thesuit gurgled.

* k% k% %



Asthe car weaved from side to side up the drive shedding glossy brochures asit went, Mason headed
for hisworkshop and got himself a couple of tins of paint. Soon he had dtered the signs. On the Storage
barns he had splattered black rats as well as brown, and on the old chicken shed he had an even more
complex sign. Now, after blocking up the holesin hisbarns, it was awaiting game.

It was past midnight when he heard alow squesking from thewall of the barn. He eased himsdlf off apile
of rapeseed, ashove in one hand and a shotgun in the other, and crept over towards where the sound
was coming from. After amoment there came aflicker of moonlight through asmal hole asadrill bit was
retracted. Next, a cut-down hacksaw blade poked through and the laborious cutting of the soft meta
began. An hour later the cutter had completed its circle and adisk of meta fell in. Momentslater the
black rat stepped through, removing aset of thick gloves asit did so. Mason dammed the shovel in front
of thehole.

“Right, youlittlegit.”
With very beady eyesthe black rat looked up the throat of the shotgun.
“Agoraphobia, y’ say? Right. Mr. Mason, we'll soon sort that.”

The maintenance man wiped his hands on his overalls then reached into the back of hisvan and removed
aclub hammer.

“It' samatter of psychology,” he said, knowingly.

Mason eyed the hammer dubioudy.

“You'll see” The maintenance man glanced round. “Isthat...?’
“Ara,” said Mason.

“Whet's...?

“A catapult, throws tractor whed-nuts.”

“Oh.”

The black rat stood on around bale by the drive. Next to it rested its catapult and a stack of whedl nuts.
It was watching the drive through a set of opera glasses mounted on atripod.

“The harvester isthisway.”

The repairman scratched his head then followed Mason. To be expected redly - some of these farmers
were abit loopy. The repairman put it down to ergot dust.

Mason stood at the doors to the garage as the repairman worked his magic on Bertha. Two blows of the
hammer and some artistically couched threets and the harvester was edging out of the garage.
Encouragement to follow had it trundling off to the fiddsin afew minutes.

“Funny sign there, on that old chicken shed...” said the repairman as he returned to hisvan. “What'sit
mean?’

“If you’ d been wearing asuit you’ d have found out,” replied Mason crypticaly.



The repairman replaced his hammer in the rack beside five others and closed the back of hisvan.
Definitely the ergot dust. He got the required signature, hopped into his van, and drove away as quickly
as he could.

Mason returned to the chicken shed to view hiswork. The picture of the black rat eating grain had been
easy. The picture of the man in asuit lying on the ground clutching at his bleeding head had presented
more of achallenge. Mason grinned to himself then turned away. Before setting out for the fieldsto see
how the harvester was getting on, he raised his hand to the black rat guard; thefirst living employee on
hisfarm in decades.



