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Alex, Alice, and Alistair


Alistair? Alistair!” It was Alice. “Come over here and let me hold you by the tail.”


“No way,” said Alistair. “I’m busy.” He quickly picked up his book.


“Alistair,” said his sister impatiently, “why waste your time reading about adventures when you could be having them? Come on, we need you.”


Alistair didn’t see how being held by the tail by his sister who was standing on the back of the couch qualified as an adventure, but he got up from his chair and walked over anyway. He would help her in any way that did not involve being held by the tail.


His brother, Alex, was lying face down on the couch. It seemed the somersault he’d been attempting had turned into a belly flop.


“You need to spring from the knees more, Alex,” Uncle Ebenezer advised. “So anyway, like I was saying earlier, the most difficult kind of somersault to do is when you’re holding another mouse by the tail. Why, I remember being up a tree one time when, just as I was reaching for a delicious ripe Camembert, I heard a desperate squeak behind me and turned to see Rebus teetering on the branch.” He wobbled wildly on the rug to show them what he meant, waggling his mustache for extra emphasis. “Your father always was a bit clumsy,” he remarked.


Uncle Ebenezer had happened to mention during dinner that he had been a particularly excellent somersaulter in his youth. “Not just ordinary somersaults, you understand—daring, death-defying somersaults from high places,” he’d said.


Now Alice and Alex were keen to test their own somersaulting prowess.


Unlike his brother and sister, Alistair was more interested in the story than the somersaulting, and as he stood beside the couch trying to keep his tail from Alice’s grasp, he considered which question he should ask out of the many that had occurred to him. The obvious ones, he knew, would be: Where was the tree and what was the Camembert doing in it? But he also knew that the answer would make no more sense than his uncle’s explanation of why the Stilton had been in an underwater cavern or why the hunk of cheddar had been hidden under a bush at the top of a treacherous cliff in other stories Ebenezer had told the triplets. So instead he asked: “What did you do?”


Uncle Ebenezer nodded, as if this was indeed the most appropriate question, and said, “Well, I had to make a quick decision: save my brother, or save the Camembert. Of course, I saved Rebus—though rarely have I encountered such a ripe, runny Camembert.” He looked dreamily at the ceiling for a moment, then continued.


“Just as your father toppled forward from the branch I flung myself backward, hooking my knees around the limb, swinging forward—or was it backward?—to grab Rebus by the tail. Then I kept swinging, higher and higher, until I had enough momentum to somersault off the branch and land at the bottom of the tree. Rebus was rather shaken, naturally, so I slung him over my shoulder and carried him home. I have always been extremely agile,” he added modestly, raising his eyebrows at his nephews and niece.


“With the truth,” muttered Aunt Beezer, who was sitting at the dining table marking essays. She met Alistair’s eye and gave him a wink. Alistair’s aunt was a math professor and, unlike her husband, was always extremely accurate.


Alex, Alice, and Alistair had been living with their aunt and uncle in their tiny apartment in the small town of Smiggins for four years now. The triplets had come for a two-week visit while their parents were on what was supposed to be a short business trip, but there had been an accident, and Rebus and Emmeline had never returned.


Four years . . . Alistair’s memories of their home in Stubbins were becoming fainter, but sometimes, when he least expected it, he would suddenly remember the sheen of his mother’s brown fur as it caught the light from the hall when she came in to kiss him good night. Or the way his father’s whiskers creased when he smiled, which he did often.


Alistair tugged idly at the ends of the scarf wrapped around his neck and recalled the night his mother had given it to him.


“Keep it safe,” his mother told him as she laid the scarf on Alistair’s pillow, “and never lose it.”


He had immediately recognized it as the one she had been knitting by the fire night after night in the weeks before she and the triplets’ father had gone away. Emmeline was always knitting, and for the first eight years of Alistair’s life the sound of her needles clicking was the first thing he heard when he woke up, and the last thing he heard when he went to sleep. She also dyed her own wool in dazzling hues, often with Alistair’s help, and knitted everything in vivid stripes—except this scarf. He had watched as the scarf grew, filled with strange shapes and squiggles in every color he had ever seen (like saffron and emerald green and turquoise) and some he hadn’t even heard of (like heliotrope and vermilion and ultramarine). There was only one distinct stripe, a blue one, running down the whole length of the scarf. It was a curious creation, unlike anything Emmeline had ever made before, but Alistair thought the scarf was very beautiful. He couldn’t believe that all along she had been knitting it for him.


Alistair couldn’t explain why, but it seemed to him that his mother’s words as she had given him the scarf that last night had carried a special weight. That the scarf represented a special promise between the two of them. He’d even, as time wore on, started to feel that to lose the scarf would be to forget his mother in some way. And so he wore the scarf every day and every night, even when, like now, it was the middle of summer. The only time he took it off was to have a bath or when he went swimming—or when Uncle Ebenezer insisted that he be allowed to wash it once in a while. . . .


Uncle Ebenezer’s story about rescuing their father as he fell from the tree branch had inspired Alice and Alex, and they were now hanging upside down by their knees from the back of the couch.


“Like this, Uncle?” said Alice. “It’s easy!”


“Not so easy if you are holding another mouse by the tail,” Ebenezer pointed out, so that Alex immediately tried to grab at Alice’s tail, saying, “Let me try it!” Then Alice succeeded in grabbing Alex’s tail, while their uncle was crying above the kerfuffle, “But don’t forget the swinging—you have to be swinging as well . . . Come on, Alistair—give it a go!”


All three young mice, urged on by their uncle, had made several noisy attempts to launch themselves off the back of the couch—with no notable success—when Aunt Beezer came to stand over them.


She shook her head, frowning. “You three . . .,” she said.


Thinking that their noise must be disturbing her, Alex, Alice, and Alistair hung their heads guiltily. At least, they would have if their heads hadn’t been hanging upside down already. But when Alistair dropped off the couch and was able to see his aunt the right way up he realized she was smiling.


“You three are like chalk and cheese and a ping-pong ball.” And indeed, considering they were triplets, they looked nothing alike. Alex was tall, solid, and strong; if he wanted to beat Alice in a fight, he just sat on her. Then again, Alice, though small, was fast and wiry, and was usually able to outrun Alex before he could sit on her. Alistair, who was of average height and build, tried to avoid situations where he might be squashed or chased (which by his reckoning made him the most sensible of the three). Of course, it was not only in size that they differed: Alex was white, like their father, with a patch of brown on his right shoulder blade; Alice was a deep chocolate brown, like their mother, with a white patch on her left hip. Alistair was ginger, like—like no other mouse he had ever seen, though his parents had assured him there were plenty of other ginger mice in the world, just none in Stubbins (or, as it turned out, Smiggins).


“And what’s more,” said Aunt Beezer, interrupting the beginning of an argument between Alex and Alice over which of them was chalk, which was cheese, and who might be the ping-pong ball, “you’re going about that all the wrong way. A couch is not a tree branch—you have to adapt your methods accordingly.” She sprang lightly onto the back of the sofa then dived off headfirst, doing a somersault in the air before landing gracefully on her feet.


“Wow, Aunt Beezer!” Her nephews, niece, and husband applauded loudly.


“Show us how to do that!” cried Alex.


And the rest of the evening until bedtime was spent somersaulting off the back of the couch until they had all mastered the trick (except Uncle Ebenezer, who apparently wasn’t as agile as he used to be).


That night, Alistair slipped immediately into a deep and dreamless sleep, until he was woken by a tapping on the shutters shortly after midnight.
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Alex yawned and stretched and opened his eyes to the sunlight battering at his eyelids. Someone must have opened the shutters, even though it was only—he glanced at the clock on the bedside table—six thirty. Six thirty! He glanced over at his sister’s bed. She was asleep with her head buried under her pillow. Alistair’s bed, which was right under the open window, was empty.


With a sigh Alex pulled back the covers. There was no chance he’d get back to sleep now. He might as well see if there was any of last night’s cheesecake left over. He padded out to the kitchen, expecting to see his brother there. But Alistair wasn’t in the kitchen, or the lounge/dining room, or the bathroom. And as he passed the front door, he noticed that the chain was still on. Alex forgot about food for a moment, and went to listen at his aunt and uncle’s bedroom door, but all he could hear was Ebenezer’s loud trumpeting snore, punctuated by Beezer’s sighing whistle—no Alistair.


Curious now, and a bit worried, he returned to the bedroom. “Alice,” he said, shaking his sister, “Alistair’s gone.”


Alice muttered something and shook him off, but he pulled the pillow from her head and repeated, “Alistair’s gone.”


“I don’t blame him,” said Alice, grabbing for her pillow. “If you don’t stop shaking me I’ll leave too. It is school holidays, you know. We’re allowed to sleep late—or get up early, if you’re Alistair.”


“I’m serious, sis. I’ve searched the whole flat, and he’s not here.”


“So maybe he’s outside.”


“But the chain is still on the door,” Alex said.


“Huh.” Alice was silenced for a moment. “That is strange.” Yawning, she threw back the bed covers and sat on the edge of the bed. “How about the window?”


“Well, I wouldn’t risk trying to climb down from the third floor, and if I wouldn’t there’s no way Alistair would.”


They both went to the window and looked out. Below them was a vegetable patch belonging to Mr. Grudge who lived on the first floor, and then a small square of lawn, and beyond that a road which would soon be busy with mice going to work or doing the shopping, but at this hour was still quiet. Even Mr. Grudge, who rose with the sparrows to do the watering before the sun grew too hot, wasn’t in his garden.


As Alice craned over the windowsill a flutter of turquoise caught her eye—a piece of wool was snagged on the corner of the half-open shutter.


“Alex,” she said, turning to face her brother, “was Alistair wearing his scarf when he went to bed?”


Alex shrugged. “I guess so. He hardly ever takes it off.”


“Then I think we can say for sure that Alistair went through this window.”


“But how?” demanded Alex. “And why? It doesn’t make any sense.”


Alice stuck her head out the window again. “Alistair!” she hissed in a loud whisper. “Alistair, are you out there?”


Alex jostled her aside. “Alistair!” he bellowed.


Alice hit him on the arm. “Not so loud—you’ll wake Aunt Beezer and Uncle Ebenezer.”


“You wouldn’t want to do that,” said a voice behind them.


Both mice jumped. It was their aunt, her eyes alert though her creamy fur was rumpled. Alice could hear Ebenezer’s snores still rumbling faintly from the room next door.


“What is it?” said Beezer. “Is something wrong?” Her gaze darted from her niece to her nephew and back again. “Where’s Alistair?”


It seemed to Alice almost as if her aunt was expecting trouble. Her throat was dry suddenly. “He’s . . . gone,” she said.


Her aunt put a warm hand on Alice’s shoulder and, without turning around, called sharply, “Ebenezer? Wake up—Alistair’s gone.”


At once her uncle’s rumbling ceased. “Oh no,” they heard him mutter, his voice croaky with sleep. “Oh no . . .” Again it seemed to Alice that while his reaction was immediate, urgent even, he had responded more with dismay than surprise. He shuffled into the triplets’ room, indentations from his pillow still visible in his tan fur.


“So you say Alistair has left the apartment through the window?” Beezer began.


“That’s right,” said Alex, looking perplexed. “The shutters were open and so was the window, and the chain is still on the door.”


“And there’s a piece of wool from Alistair’s scarf caught on the shutter,” Alice added.


Ebenezer gently shooed his niece and nephew away from the window and leaned out himself.


“I see. Well, it seems to me there are three possibilities,” Beezer said, ticking them off on her fingers. “One: he’s fallen.”


Ebenezer, still half out the window, shook his head. “I don’t think so. If he’d fallen, we’d see him lying three stories down in the lettuce patch. But there’s no sign of him out here.”


“Two: he’s run away. Maybe with the help of a friend and a ladder?”


Alice shook her head. “Alistair would never run away. He has no reason to. And besides, he would never worry us like that.”


“Never,” Alex confirmed.


“Then that only leaves the third option,” said their aunt. She looked grave. “Alistair has been kidnapped!”
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Tibby Rose


Far away, over the mountains and then a sea and then some more mountains, lived a young mouse by the name of Tibby Rose.


How Tibby Rose came to be living with her grandpa and great-aunt in their big old white house on a hill at the edge of Templeton was the most dramatic thing ever to happen in her otherwise utterly undramatic life.


She had arrived nearly twelve years ago. The night was dark and moonless, and very windy. Great-Aunt Harriet particularly remembered the wind, because when she first heard the tapping sound she thought it must be a branch of the giant oak tree at the left side of the house knocking against an upstairs window pane. But no, when the wind dropped for a moment, they both clearly heard that the knocking was coming from the front door.


Grandpa Nelson reached the door first and when he threw it open was overjoyed to see his daughter, Lucia. Two years earlier Lucia had fled the house in the middle of the night to marry a mouse who was “nothing but trouble,” according to Great-Aunt Harriet (who had helped raise her niece after Lucia’s mother died of pneumonia). And to this day that was all Tibby Rose knew about her father, for Grandpa Nelson and Great-Aunt Harriet refused to talk about him.


“I told her he’d be trouble,” was all Great-Aunt Harriet would ever say, to which Grandpa Nelson would respond wistfully, “Ah, but she loved him, Harry.”


Despite the harsh words spoken when Lucia had left, there were no cross words now. They kissed her and hugged her and ushered her inside out of the blustery wind, through the dark hall and into the warm kitchen. But when they saw her in the light, Grandpa Nelson and Great-Aunt Harriet each gave a little gasp. Lucia’s once-silky fur was now coarse and matted, and her once-bright eyes were dull. Then the bundle in her arms began to squirm and her eyes shone for a moment as she unwrapped a grubby cloth to reveal a baby mouse, no more than a few months old. She was smaller than average, even for a mouse so young, but that wasn’t the most unusual thing about her.


“A gingernut,” Grandpa Nelson said when he had got over the initial shock. “A little gingernut.”


“Strawberry blonde,” his sister, Great-Aunt Harriet, corrected sharply. Great-Aunt Harriet was very fond of correcting people.


“She’s rose,” said the baby’s mother softly. “Like the first blush of dawn.” And she told her father and aunt that she had named her daughter Tibby, after the great explorer Charlotte Tibby, and Rose, like her pink-tinted ginger fur.


Then Lucia revealed that her husband was dead, and she was home to stay. Of course, they had seen immediately that she was very ill, and though Grandpa Nelson, who was a doctor, took time off from his job at the hospital in order to look after her, within six weeks Lucia too was dead. Great-Aunt Harriet quit her job as the principal of Templeton Green Primary School to look after Tibby Rose, and after Grandpa Nelson had retired from the hospital a few years later, they had both looked after her together, just like they had looked after her mother.


Since her dramatic arrival at the old white house on the hill that windy night, precisely nothing had happened in the life of Tibby Rose. She never went to school, since Great-Aunt Harriet had decided to teach her great-niece herself at home. If she was sick she didn’t go to see the doctor in town, for who better to look after her than her very own grandpa, who had been considered one of Templeton’s finest doctors? In fact, Tibby Rose never saw any mice other than her great-aunt and grandfather. High on the hill at the edge of the town, there weren’t even any neighbors for Tibby Rose to talk to. The only company she had other than her two elderly relatives was to be found in the books of Great-Aunt Harriet’s huge library.


When she was younger, Tibby had loved stories, particularly stories full of adventure and excitement, or about families and friendship. But it had been a few years since she had read books like that. The adventure stories just reminded her how dull her own life was, and the books about families and friendship made her feel lonely. The kinds of books Tibby liked now were factual: biographies and geographies and books about how to make and build things—which meant projects to keep her busy and keep loneliness at bay. Her favorite books of all were the books written by Charlotte Tibby herself, documenting her many incredible journeys and the survival skills she’d learned along the way. Tibby Rose wished that one day she would travel the world like the original Tibby, meeting interesting new people and seeing strange and wonderful places. More and more she felt like she was going to suffocate in the old white house on the hill, with only Grandpa Nelson and Great-Aunt Harriet for company. She began to fear her life was just going to go on and on in this way, every day the same, never changing. Until one day—a day that started out just like any other—it did change.
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Tibby Rose woke up, dressed and made her bed, just like always. She ran down the stairs to breakfast, just like always. She heard Grandpa Nelson and Great-Aunt Harriet arguing about the color of the toast, just like always. She stepped out onto the veranda and walked down the steps to fetch the bottle of milk that had been left by the letterbox, just like always. Only that’s when things changed. One minute she was bending over to pick up the milk bottle, the next she was lying flat on her stomach with the breath knocked out of her and something heavy pinning her to the ground.


With a frightened squeak, muffled by grass, she struggled to claw herself out from under the weight on her back. Finally it shifted and she managed to squirm her way clear of what she now saw, to her surprise, was another mouse. He clambered to his feet and Tibby Rose found herself staring at a mouse about her own age and height, with ginger fur and a colorful woolen scarf.


“Who are you? And where did you come from?” asked Tibby Rose, astonished.


“I’m Alistair—and I came from up there I think,” said the ginger mouse, pointing at the sky. He sounded equally astonished. “Where have I landed?”


“On me! Tibby Rose. What are you doing here?”


“I don’t know,” said Alistair. He frowned. “I remember I heard a tapping at the shutters so I opened them, and then I must have banged my head or something, because next thing I knew . . . well, here I am—which is where, by the way?”


“Templeton,” said Tibby Rose.


“I’ve never heard of it,” said Alistair. “How could I fall out the window and land somewhere I’ve never heard of?”


“I don’t know,” said Tibby Rose. It did seem a peculiar thing. “Where was the window you fell out of?”


“Smiggins,” said Alistair.


“I’ve never heard of that,” said Tibby Rose. “You’d better come inside and talk to my Grandpa Nelson and Great-Aunt Harriet.” And she led him into the big wooden house.


[image: Image]


Grandpa Nelson was sitting at the kitchen table watching Great-Aunt Harriet, who was browning some toast under the griller. “Not too brown,” he was saying as Tibby Rose and Alistair entered.


“It’ll be as brown as I make it,” said Great-Aunt Harriet.


Grandpa Nelson looked friendly enough, Alistair decided, with his round ears and round tummy and snow-white fur.


“It’s a gingernut,” said Grandpa Nelson, sounding shocked. “Another gingernut.”


Great-Aunt Harriet, who’d had her back to them, spun around, and for once she agreed with her brother. “It certainly is,” she said, staring hard at the ginger mouse. “Who are you? Who is this, Tibby Rose?”


“I’m . . . Alistair,” said the ginger mouse a little nervously, for Great-Aunt Harriet, who was tall and thin with steel-gray fur, bristling whiskers, and a sharp, pointy nose, did look rather fierce.


“He fell out his bedroom window in Smiggins and hit his head and then landed on me,” explained Tibby Rose.


“A bedroom window?” repeated Grandpa Nelson doubtfully. “In Smiggins? I’ve never heard of Smiggins. Is it on the other side of Grouch?”


“Grouch?” Alistair repeated in disbelief. “But Grouch is in Souris.”


“Of course it’s in Souris,” said Tibby Rose. “That’s where we live.”


“Young man,” said Great-Aunt Harriet sternly, “exactly where is Smiggins when it’s at home?”


“South of Shudders, of course—in Shetlock.”


“Shetlock!” hooted Grandpa Nelson. “You must have had some whack on the head, my boy. Why it would take at least a week to get from here to Shetlock—if you were going by the direct route. It’s not something you can accomplish by falling out of a window.”


“But . . . that can’t be,” said Alistair. “This . . . this must be a dream. Yes, it’s getting dark and misty. I’ll wake up in a minute.”


“Bother!” came Great-Aunt Harriet’s voice through the haze. “The toast.”


When the smoke cleared, after much flapping of Great-Aunt Harriet’s tea towel, Grandpa Nelson regarded the plate in front of him sadly. “Too brown,” he said.


“It’s just right,” Great-Aunt Harriet told him, her attention back on Alistair. “What on earth is your mother about, letting you wander around alone like this when you’re clearly a very confused mouse?”


Alistair returned her gaze with the unhappy look of a mouse who has realized that he isn’t dreaming. “My mother . . .,” he began, then stopped. “My mother and father are dead. My brother and sister and I live with Aunt Beezer and Uncle Ebenezer . . . in Smiggins . . . in Shetlock.”


Tibby Rose sat on a stool, which was pulled up to the table, and patted the stool beside her. “I think you’d better sit down and have some breakfast,” she said.


Alistair nodded gratefully as Great-Aunt Harriet put a plate down in front of him and Grandpa Nelson slid a piece of very dark brown toast onto it. Tibby Rose spread the toast with three different kinds of jam.


Looking at the stripes of raspberry, blueberry, and apricot, Alistair felt momentarily comforted, and when he looked up and saw Tibby Rose smiling kindly at him, he realized there was also something very comforting about meeting another ginger mouse—the only other one he had ever met—even if she was a slightly different shade to him. And lived in another country.


For four slices of toast and two glasses of milk, no disturbing questions were asked and no alarming information was imparted—though Alistair noticed that Great-Aunt Harriet and Grandpa Nelson were exchanging troubled glances, and a couple of times he looked up to see Great-Aunt Harriet staring at him with something like suspicion in her eyes.


Finally, she turned her sharp gaze to her great-niece and said, “Why don’t you take Alistair up to the library and show him your map of Souris, Tibby Rose. I’m sure he’ll find it edifying.”


The two younger mice stood up, and Tibby Rose led Alistair back into the dim hallway. They were almost to the top of the stairs when Great-Aunt Harriet’s voice floated up to them.


“The most sensible thing to do—or should I say, the most law-abiding thing to do—would be to call the Queen’s Guards to come and get him. Isn’t that what one is supposed to do in a situation like this?”


Tibby Rose turned to Alistair and, putting a finger to her lips, beckoned him to follow her back down. “Mind the third step,” she breathed. “It creaks.”


Alistair followed her, stepping where she stepped, until they were standing in the shadowy hall outside the kitchen door. Grandpa Nelson was rinsing the sudsy dishes and handing them to his sister, who was drying them.


“Well now, Harry,” Grandpa Nelson was saying. “You know you don’t mean that. He must be here for a reason. Besides, contacting the Queen’s Guards would only draw unwelcome attention to us—and that’s the last thing we want.”


“I’ll say it’s the last thing we want. Having one ginger mouse in our care is dangerous enough, but two? I don’t know what they’re playing at, but I wish they’d leave us out of it.” She banged some cutlery into a drawer. “I don’t know, Nelson.” She sighed. “I know he’s only a boy, and he looks harmless enough or I would have sent him packing immediately—but what on earth is he doing here? I certainly don’t believe that cockamamy story about falling out of a window in Shetlock and landing in Souris. Do you think he could have been sent by someone?”


“By whom?” said Grandpa Nelson. “And why? He seems as bewildered by his presence here as we are. Maybe he’s exactly who he says he is, as strange as his story may seem. We should send a letter to his aunt and uncle telling them where he is, and they can arrange to come and fetch him.”


“And if we do that,” Great-Aunt Harriet responded immediately, “how do we know the letter will arrive safely? Do they open mail sent between here and Shetlock? Maybe they’d put us under surveillance.”


“Oh, I don’t know,” said Grandpa. “That might be a little far-fetched.”


“Well, you’d be a better judge of that than me. You go into town once a week to do the shopping, while I have barely left this house in the last dozen years, as you very well know. So tell me: Have you heard anything on your trips to town? Has there been any news of that place lately? Unrest around the border perhaps?”


Grandpa Nelson pulled the plug from the sink and Alistair couldn’t hear the old mouse’s answer over the sound of water being sucked down the drain.


When the sound stopped Great-Aunt Harriet was talking again: “—hardly be likely to print it in the newspapers, would they? It’s what they don’t put in . . .”


“I suppose I could ask Granville,” Grandpa Nelson offered hesitantly. “But how much can I tell him?”


“Nothing!”


“But he was Lucia’s godfather. Surely—”


“Tell him nothing,” Great-Aunt Harriet repeated. “Just sound him out, see how much he knows.”


“And the boy?” asked Grandpa Nelson. “Come on, Harry—we have to help him.”


Great-Aunt Harriet flung the sodden tea towel onto the table and stalked toward the kitchen door. “Not if it means putting Tibby Rose in danger,” she said fiercely. “Tibby Rose must be protected . . . at any cost. And if contacting the boy’s aunt and uncle means attracting attention to Tibby Rose, then we can’t do it. We’ll just have to keep him here.”




[image: Image]


3


[image: Image]


Kidnapped


Kidnapped?” said Alex incredulously. “Why would anyone want to kidnap Alistair?”


His aunt and uncle looked at each other. Beezer gave her husband an imperceptible nod.


“I’ll explain over breakfast,” said Ebenezer. “This is a very serious situation, and one can’t deal with serious situations on an empty stomach.”


Alex, who hated an empty stomach more than anything, nodded his agreement.


“But—,” Alice began.


“He’s right, Alice,” her aunt said quietly.


Frustrated, Alice took a seat opposite Beezer at the worn pine table as Alex and Ebenezer moved back and forth to the kitchen, bringing in a plate piled with toast, a bowl of fresh fruit, a box of cereal, and a jug of milk.


When the four of them were sitting around the dining table and had helped themselves to as much (in Alex’s case) or as little (in Alice’s) as they felt like eating, Alice burst out, “So why do you think Alistair has been kidnapped?”


Uncle Ebenezer cleared his throat. “Well . . . er . . . it’s possible that Alistair might know something—or someone might think he knows something, rather—about . . . about your parents.”


“What’s there to know?” said Alice. “Do you think Alistair has been kidnapped by someone who wants to know Mum’s knitting patterns?”


Ebenezer’s normally merry eyes were somber. “No. No, I’m not suggesting that at all.” He sighed and ran a hand over the rumpled fur on his head. “We hadn’t intended to have this conversation for a couple of years yet—not till you were a bit older. But as it might have some bearing on your brother’s whereabouts, I feel we have no choice but to tell you now, and rely on you to keep what you are about to hear absolutely secret.”


He picked up the steaming mug of tea Beezer had placed before him and, despite the heat of the sun streaming through the windows, held it between his hands as if for warmth.


“What do you know about Gerander?” he asked.


His nephew and niece looked at him in surprise.


“Gerander?” said Alice. “It’s part of Souris, isn’t it?”


Ebenezer smiled sadly. “It’s as I thought,” he said. “Not that I’m surprised. Of course if Gerander is mentioned at all in schools these days, it’s probably only as a province of our larger neighbor to the north.”


Alex nodded. “We’ve learned a lot about Souris at school—Queen Eugenia and all that.”


“You might also have learned that Souris is a very rich and powerful country,” he suggested, and the two younger mice nodded. “Well, many years ago, this rich and powerful country invaded—”


Beezer made a sound as if she was about to say something, but Ebenezer put up his hand. “It’s true, Beezer,” he said, “and in the privacy of our own home I can speak the truth aloud . . . Yes, Souris invaded Gerander, a smaller, weaker neighbor, and now that once-proud country is independent no more. Her borders are closed and her citizens are virtually prisoners in their own land, close to starvation and forced to work for the prosperity of Souris. Why, the Gerandans are little better than slaves!”


“Um, this is very interesting, Uncle,” said Alice politely, “but what does it have to do with Alistair?”


Ebenezer raised an eyebrow. “What indeed?” he said. “Well, as you know, your father and I were born right here in Shetlock—but our father (that’s your grandfather, Raskus) was born in Gerander, and he left just before the borders were closed. And when he died, he begged your father and me to continue trying to free our homeland.”


“By yourselves?!” said Alice.


Her uncle chuckled. “No, not by ourselves. You see, our father wasn’t the only Gerandan to flee to Shetlock, a neutral country. And many of those that did, and their descendants, like Rebus and me, and good-hearted Shetlockers like your aunt”—he smiled at his wife affectionately—“became part of an underground resistance movement started in Gerander. Its members are working toward a Free and Independent Gerander, or FIG for short. And your parents . . .” His voice cracked slightly, and he stopped speaking. After a few deep breaths, he went on. “Your parents were not going on a business trip. They were traveling secretly to Gerander on an important mission. But . . .” He shrugged his shoulders. “They never came back.”
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