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Untouched by the sun, even by day shadows dance in the cave inside the mountain, where a perpetual moist darkness licks the walls, which blister in the heat of fires burning in furnaces below.


In smaller chambers around the vast cave hall little rats sleep, though never for long. For they must work the huge wheels of wood and steel in the hall so that the master’s factory might never cease production. If they do not work and turn the wheels, their master sends his wardens, unspeakable demons all, to torment the rats.


Meanwhile, the master sits idly on a great wooden throne at one end of the hall: a wiry, listless figure, clad in strange cloaks coloured like the cave with its flames and its darkness, in stripes of red, gold and black, and a hat pulled down so his eyes are hidden. One hand drums distractedly on the arm of the chair with a small wooden pipe.  


There are some who still remember the time before they came to this mountain; a time when they were not rats, but children, transformed into vermin by the strange tunes of the master’s pipe and the shifty shadows of the caves. 


‘He stole all the children from a nearby town,’ the rats tell the little ones, ‘except for one: a girl in a wheelchair who had remained a long way behind, and so she did not make it inside the mountain before the great rock rolled back and slammed shut. Some say she was a clever child who wanted to be an architect when she grew up so she could design a town unlike any that had gone before.’ 


And ever since then, the wheels have turned for the master’s factory atop the mountain. In the higher-levels of the caves, the master’s shadows work in the factory’s offices doing his VAT and email correspondence, but no rat has ever seen the factory itself or know for what it is they work so hard. 


Then, one night, a young rat called Trude lay close against the wall of her chamber unable to sleep, and while she stared at the wall, she noticed a crack had appeared in it. In a short time, it widened and lengthened until a strip of mountain was sliced out of the wall. Word of this opening spread amongst the rats and, secretly, to keep it from the wardens’ notice, other rats from other chambers came to look at it. It grew ever wider, and in time it was not only a shaft of darkness or light, but the frame of a view into the world. 


Most had never seen such a sight before. For those who had, they found the landscape much changed. They could see the heavy clouds of dense smoke from the factory above them swell into the sky, spewing forth the mountain’s noxious fumes. It changed the light, it dimmed the sun, and when the moon rose, its milky light was absorbed by filthy clouds. 


Beneath the strange and gripping tumult of the skies, there was nothing of the lush forests and voluminous rivers that the senior rats recalled. When the sun won the battle with the clouds of smog, there was a searing intensity about it that blanched the earth it shone upon, stripping it of colour. 


Trude cried out one late afternoon: ‘look! Towards the horizon.’ 


Abel looked and there, as the sun slowly arced, a gleaming dome was revealed. ‘It’s like another mountain, but of glass. That’s where we’ll go,’ said Abel. 


For several weeks more the rats worked and they waited, and they waited and they worked, until the gap in the mountain was wide enough for even the largest of them to squeeze through. It was then that all the rats began to run. Scaling the mountainside, it must have looked as if its very rocks were alive. 


As the furnaces cooled and the wheels stopped turning, the wardens understood what had happened and set off in pursuit. Some ventured onto the rock-face, but none dared leave it, and the shadows which came shrieking from their offices were shed like skins in the open air. Then, a long chill howl of rage hollered up from inside the mountain and rolled over its rock face and raced towards the rats, as the factory shuddered to a halt and the master realised his loss. 


‘Keep going!’ Trude said to Abel. 


Day was now appearing between night’s parting fingers. Yet there was the master, racing down the mountain and across the barren fields towards them. He had long lean legs and he caught up with the wearying rats just outside the glass city dome. 


‘Wait,’ he pleaded. ‘Please, don’t leave me.’



The gates of the city opened and at the same time the procession of rats felt a change come upon them. They looked at each other and at themselves: their paws changed into human hands before their eyes, their tails shot back up through their spines and their whiskers shrank into their smooth faces. 


The rats, which were no longer rats but humans, turned from their old master and walked into the dome’s vast forests, which pressed against its glass sides. 


The master was still on his knees, crying into the dust, his cloaks spread out about him and to Abel and Trude he was a pitiful sight to behold. They saw that underneath the spectacle was a man afraid of sunlight, long having shielded himself from it, and hopeless without them. 


Trude crouched down and reached out her hand. She saw in his wet blue eyes no master or stranger, no rat king, but just another man; a human, like themselves. Instead of taking her hand, he drew out his old pipe from inside his cloak and handed it to her. She took it and tossed it away. Then she took his hand. ‘Come,’ she said, and between her and Abel, they lead their bent and broken master inside. 

