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PROLOGUE:


An Awful Shock!


Arvee threw on his dressing gown and tidied his whiskers before hurrying to the door of his study. ‘It’s only seven o’clock!’ he thought crossly. ‘Hardly the time for visitors!’


Nevertheless, he was a polite mouse and when someone knocked, he was bound to acknowledge that fact. Even if it did disturb his early morning meditation. He stepped out – and got a nasty surprise.


Not just one visitor, but several Outsiders!


There were never any strangers in the Laboratory. It was strictly off limits. His own Dr Shah was always saying how specialized this Laboratory was and how the humans who were allowed access to it were specially screened. . .


And there was Dr Shah. He was talking to the strangers, three of them. They were paying close attention to what he was saying. One of them seemed rather short for a human. Arvee assumed that this was a child. He had never seen a real child, only pictures, in books.


He wondered why Dr Shah had summoned him. He walked warily up to the edge of the table on which his private quarters were placed. He was quite tall for a white mouse, all of ten centimetres, and very fit. His large pink eyes twinkled like rubies and his whiskers formed a handsome, silvery halo around his aristocratic nose.


As he neared the edge, he heard Dr Shah explaining, ‘He hates being disturbed this early, so he may not come out – ’


Arvee cleared his throat diplomatically.


Dr Shah turned and caught sight of him.


‘Ah – there you are!’ he said. He smiled broadly, but Arvee sensed he was embarrassed. ‘Arvee,’ said Dr Shah, ‘I want you to meet . . . your new family!’


No wonder he was embarrassed.


Arvee, a scholarly mouse with a list of degrees to his name, was being evicted from his laboratory home to live as that most helpless of beings – a house pet!
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The next few hours were some of the most harrowing of Arvee’s entire life. His personal belongings were packed up, while he stood by, powerless. No one consulted him, no one asked his permission. A decision had been taken, which would turn his life inside out, and that was that!


When Dr Shah came out to the car to bid a last farewell, Arvee was at his most formal. ‘Goodbye, Dr Shah,’ he said, ‘it’s been a pleasure knowing you.’ Then he turned and vanished into his travel case without a backward glance.


The past erased. The future? A blank slate.


The journey lasted a long, long time. All the way, Arvee sat staring out of his travel case which, fortunately, had been placed facing the rear window of the car. He refused to pay attention to his new ‘family’, though he could hear their conversation. By listening carefully, he gleaned what he could about his situation.


In the car were a father, a mother and a little girl of around ten. Her name was Mohini, though Arvee didn’t know that till some time later. Her parents called her Mo. She sat with her nose practically inside Arvee’s travel case. Her warm, milk-scented breath filled the air around him, but he refused to acknowledge her. He knew she couldn’t see him from where she sat. He was too upset to care.


Apparently, Mo and her parents had been planning to make this trip for some time. Dr Shah had spoken to them about Arvee months ago.


Bringing him home was something that Mo had been looking forward to for many weeks. When she wasn’t breathing into his travel case, she was bouncing up and down on the back seat of the car. ‘What does he eat?’ Arvee could hear her ask her parents or, ‘What does he do in the evenings?’ or, ‘Will the doll’s house be good enough for him?’


‘Doll’s house!’ muttered Arvee to himself, outraged. ‘What does she think I am, a toy?’


But there was nothing he could do about what she or anyone else thought. He had never been out of the Laboratory before, so he had no experience of life Outside. Neither had any of his colleagues. Everyone he knew had only ever lived in the Laboratory.


In the Lab there was Order, there was Routine. Meals were served punctually. During the day there was the Library and the Computer Room. In the evenings there was the Maze to walk around in. And at night Arvee had a small, but charming, Zen garden all to himself, where he could rake the gravel in contemplative patterns. Or he could collect the flask of hot chocolate made for him and take it up to bed where he could drink it while reading a mystery novel.


Would all or any of these familiar assets be available in his new home? If not, to whom would he complain? Worst of all, would anyone in the new residence be able to speak to him? Few humans, even in the Lab, were capable of Advanced Communication.


The prospects so far were not promising.


Mo had been trying to say things to him. ‘Oh please,’ she had said, several times now, ‘oh please, little mousey, please look around at me – please! Just once?’


Poor Arvee’s heart sank to the bottom of his well-manicured toes.


‘Oh no!’ he thought. ‘Baby talk!’
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Beyond the Table’s Edge
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Some days later, Arvee was standing in the observatory of his new home looking around his estate. He had to admit he liked what he saw.


Spreading out on every side was the top of an immense, circular table. It was covered in green baize cloth, pinned tightly around the edge so that it looked like a beautifully smooth lawn. Dotted about the lawn were plastic trees. Beside some of the trees, park benches had been placed.


The glassed-in observatory was at the top of the three-storey doll’s house, which stood at the centre of the estate. Arvee could not see the front door, but he knew that over the door was a sign framed in toothpicks, with the name Mercara hand-printed neatly upon it.


Aside from the observatory, the house had four bedrooms, a dining hall, a drawing room, and a cosy study filled with the books he had brought from the Lab. In another room, which he called the Music Room, there was a grand piano that really played. The walls were decorated with framed postage stamps from around the world. There was a kitchen and, just next to it, a sweet little breakfast nook.


There was an overhead tank filled with fresh water every day. The bathroom had a flush toilet and a bath as well as a shower. There was a pantry in which the stock of food was topped up every day by Mo herself. The armchairs were padded with real foam. Instead of a TV there was a slide-viewer with a light at the back, and many beautiful scenic sights for Arvee to contemplate.


Nevertheless, standing in his observatory, he sighed to himself.


What was the point of all this magnificence – there was no other word for it, it was magnificent – when there was no one to share it with?


Mo, for instance, was an exceptionally good human and Arvee was growing very fond of her. She really cared for Arvee’s comfort and she talked to him whenever she had some time left over from school, from homework and from her parents. And though she couldn’t understand him, her conversation was no longer baby talk.


All the same, she was human and very large and a child. Whereas Arvee was a mouse and very small and an adult. A scientist, at that. He needed someone who could not only understand what he said, but who shared his interests too. He needed friends to argue with or play chess against or discuss his ideas with. He needed companions.


But there weren’t any.


Being a practical mouse, and one who was not used to accepting that sometimes there is no solution to a problem, he had set himself the task of finding ways to occupy his time.


Currently, his occupation was to make a detailed survey of the room in which his table stood. Using the binoculars, which had come with him from the Laboratory, he had taken to spending every morning mapping sections of the room, one small area at a time. Eventually he might write a brief paper titled ‘The Human Habitat and What It Reveals About the Species’.


Starting with the north wall, working clockwise, he had so far encountered a vast, glass-fronted bookcase. It had taken him a week of careful observation and notes to clear three shelves. Today, he was about to start on the fourth and final one when . . . What was that?


A whisper of movement, right there, on the floor behind the shelf!


Hardly daring to breathe, Arvee focused the binoculars with care.


He could see the tiled floor, then the back corner of the bookcase where it met the floor. Once, twice, three times, Arvee raked the area with the binoculars, trying to see what had caused that flicker. But in vain.


He was about to give up, when a small object caught his eye.


It was so easy to overlook that he had mistaken it for a bit of fluff. But he looked again, concentrating hard. And there, sure enough, was the object.


It was a rubber sandal of the type that has blue straps and a white sole. It looked rather worn down and thin. And that was all. No sign of the owner, no indication of what sort of animal had worn it.


‘Well!’ said Arvee out loud to himself. ‘What can this mean?’


There were two possible options. Either he could go down right away. Or he could watch from his house till the owner of the sandal came back to fetch it. ‘After all,’ he reasoned to himself, ‘anyone whose sandal is so worn out probably can’t afford to lose it.’


He clamped the binoculars on to a stand in the observatory so that they wouldn’t shift. Then he settled down to watch, taking care not to shift his gaze for more than a few seconds at a time.


But, by late afternoon, there had been no change in the situation. The sandal remained where it was and the owner, if there was one around somewhere, had not appeared to claim it. Shadows were gathering in the room. Soon it would be too dark to see anything either way.


‘Oh dear, oh dear,’ worried Arvee. ‘I’m going to miss my chance.’


Then it was night and there was nothing visible beyond the pool of light shed upon Mercara from a Japanese paper lantern hanging directly over the table.


The room in which the table stood was a small, square, in-between space with Mo’s bedroom on one side and the bathroom on the other. It was used for storing things like old tennis shoes and out-of-use toys. Besides the glass-fronted bookcase against one wall, there was also a window, always shut, along the only other wall. Through the window, the lush, well-tended garden was visible.


At nine thirty, Mo came in to say goodnight. Then she turned out the Japanese lantern and the room was plunged in darkness. Arvee, of course, was free to turn on the lights in Mercara. His power supply came from batteries that Mo changed periodically.


Arvee helped himself to some cold potato salad and chips made of puff pastry. He was thinking about what he should do. He desperately wanted to know if the slipper was still where he had seen it. From the size of the slipper, it seemed very likely that the owner was a mouse. And, if so, he absolutely had to make contact!


At the same time, he knew he shouldn’t get off the table. It was one of the things that Mo had asked him not to do. She had sounded very serious and even hinted that there was some danger involved. But he hadn’t actually given her his word that he wouldn’t.


‘Oh!’ he exclaimed out loud. ‘Decisions are so difficult!’


In the end, curiosity won.


‘I’ll be very careful,’ he told himself. ‘I won’t stay long. And I’ll go right away, right now.’


If the slipper was still there he would hide himself and wait to see if someone came to retrieve it. If it was a mouse, then that mouse would be likely to wait until the overhead light was off in the room before venturing out to get the slipper. And perhaps that mouse would wait a short while before even trying. Mice were known to be cautious, after all.


Arvee told himself that he would wait by the slipper for an hour. If no one came within that time, he would leave a note requesting the owner to do likewise, suggesting a place and time for a more formal meeting.


Arvee walked across the tabletop, carrying his toolkit with him. All around the edge were the smooth, round heads of tacks that held the green baize stretched and fixed in place on the wood.


It was a moment’s work, with just a bit of grunting and heaving, to lever up the head of one of the tacks with the crowbar. By repeating the manoeuvre on opposite sides of the tack, Arvee was able to raise it up just high enough to slide his arm under it and grab its stem.


The next move was simple. There was a skein of embroidery thread in one of the store cupboards in his house. He had brought this along with him. Attaching the free end of the thread to the tack, he tied a firm knot.


‘Thank goodness I paid attention during that lecture on mountaineering!’ he said to himself. ‘You can never tell when something’s going to come in useful.’ He gave the improvised rope a sharp tug just to be sure it would hold him. Then, putting his whole weight on it, he leaned over the table’s edge.


From the window a ray of moonlight had entered the room. It crossed the table and fell over the side to the floor, looking like an arrow of light. It seemed to be pointing straight towards the slipper.


Here goes nothing, thought Arvee. Holding tight to his rope, he took a backward leap. As he did so, it seemed to him that he was leaving behind not only the tabletop but the last traces of his earlier life, the safe and predictable life of the Lab with its routines and its seminars.


If only Dr Shah could see me now, thought Arvee, swinging jauntily on the frail embroidery rope, what would he think!
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CONTACT!
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How suddenly huge and towering everything seemed at floor level! The table, which from the top was a flat, green disc, was now a great, dark canopy held up by a huge central column of carved wood. The glass-fronted bookcase loomed impossibly high, its summit lost in the cavern of the ceiling. The rug on which the table stood had pile as dense, for Arvee, as a garden of unmown weeds is for us. And everywhere, night shadows lay thick and impenetrable, with only the band of moonlight gleaming on the floor like a highway made of polished silver.


Reaching the place where the rug ended, Arvee saw that if he moved along the bright stripe of the moonlight and then a little to the left of it, he would be directly at the place where he had seen the slipper.


His delicate, shell-pink ears outstretched to catch the slightest sound, his whiskers a-quiver, Arvee stepped on to the lighted path.


He heard a gasp. Then a small, gruff voice said, ‘You see? It is white!’ Then – silence.


That was too much for Arvee. Standing there in the moonbeam, his pure white fur gleaming so that he seemed to be in a halo of light, he called out, ‘Who’s there?’


Nothing.


‘Helloo-ooo?’ How plaintive his voice sounded to him!


From the direction in which he was headed, there came a kind of rustling. Arvee decided that he must dare all and move towards the sound. Instantly, there was a further rustling. Another voice, but softer this time, said, ‘Look! It’s . . . it’s coming this way!’


Arvee didn’t know what to do. ‘Oh – please,’ he called out. ‘Don’t go!’ He scampered forward until he was at the end of the lighted strip. Peering into the darkness immediately beyond the margin of light, he called out, ‘Who are you?’


Silence.


‘Are you . . . mice?’


Silence.


‘Look! I won’t harm you.’ Arvee held his paws out to show that they were empty. ‘Please. Won’t you come out?’


Arvee thought he could just about discern a shape, a shadow denser than the darkness around. It might be a mouse or . . . it might not. Anyway, it didn’t seem bigger than him.


‘My name is – ’ Arvee began but, before he could continue, a voice called out to him. It sounded firm and male, but also strangely fearful.


‘Never mind your name! Wh-what are you?’


Arvee felt his heart race with pleasure. ‘Why, why – I’m a mouse, of course!’ It seemed so funny to have to say that. ‘Don’t I look like one?’


‘A mouse? But – but – you’re all . . . white.’ 


‘Well, of course!’ said Arvee, thinking: So they’re not mice. Why else would they make such a remark?


There was a sort of whispered consultation going on. Then the first voice said to the second one, ‘If it’s sure it’s a mouse . . .’


And the second voice said, ‘But – what mouse would dare to stand like that, in the middle of all that glare? It can’t be one – oh, it can’t!’


However, before Arvee could think of what to do next, the dark shadow darted forward, grabbed his wrist and tugged him out of the moonlight. The paw felt like a mouse’s paw.


‘First things first,’ said the voice. ‘If you’re a mouse, get out of that awful spotlight and come here.’ And ‘here’ was where the slipper had been.


‘Now then!’ said the voice. ‘Explain yourself, sir!’


Arvee, the breath knocked out of him by his sudden flight, couldn’t find the words to say anything at all. Standing nose-to-nose in front of him was a being he couldn’t find any description for.


A black mouse!


Who had ever heard of such a thing?
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THE DRAiNPiPE HOME
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Don’t let’s talk here, please!’ said the second of the two voices, urgently. ‘It’s too dangerous.’


‘You’re right,’ said First Voice. Turning to Arvee, he said, ‘Follow me, it’s not far . . .’


First Voice led him a short way along the wall to the lintel of the bathroom door. Just where the door met its frame, at the corner, the wood was worn away so that a slender mouse could fit through.


First Voice said, ‘I’ll go in, then you follow and do as I do. You have to wriggle sideways a bit and you’ll . . .’ He disappeared into the door frame before completing his sentence. From somewhere inside the wood came the words, ‘. . . find it’s not so difficult.’ Arvee didn’t need to be told this since he was used to the Laboratory maze, but he was too polite to say so. He crawled into the little space, then moved towards the right, his whiskers guiding him. He slid easily over and across, coming out suddenly on to a slippery, smooth surface of glazed tiles.


‘Careful,’ said First Voice. ‘They’re a little tricky to walk on.’


Arvee stood up. The gleaming white tiles of the bathroom spread away on every side. ‘Ooh!’ he said, feeling overwhelmed. ‘Is this where you live?’


‘Not exactly,’ said First Voice, ‘but quick! We can’t stay here long – Ellie?’ He was obviously speaking to Second Voice who had, in the meantime, also crawled through. ‘Everyone here? Good! Let’s go. I think I hear You-Know-Who.’ And he scampered on.


Arvee sprinted as fast as he could, thankful for his sneakers, which helped him not to skid. He could hear the sound of Ellie’s sandals flip-flopping behind him. It must have been her sandal that I saw, thought Arvee, as he drew up to where First Voice had stopped, just by the tub.


‘Here,’ said First Voice. ‘Stay close. This bit takes some practice.’ Where the floor joined the wall at the side of the tub there was a large, round drain hole with a heavy, metal grille. The grille looked a little bit like those perforated ladles used for deep-frying.


Ellie joined them, saying, ‘Just do as I do.’ She seemed to have lost some of her fear of Arvee.


A small portion of the grille had been broken. First Voice said, ‘Hurry! I think I hear him!’
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