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    CHAPTER 1




    The Mouse Network




    A stiff breeze whooshed across the harbor at Lunenburg, setting the tall ships rocking against their moorings and snapping the flags atop the mainsail masts. Anton sat in the noonday sun next to the lighthouse, carefully cleaning his smooth gray fur. His brother Cecil sprawled next to him on the warm bricks, the white tuft on the end of his otherwise black tail flicking with amusement.




    “I’m just saying, it’s odd,” Cecil insisted, his golden eyes twinkling. “I’ve never seen a lizard anywhere near as big as you’ve described. Are you sure it wasn’t a dog you met on that island? A small cow, maybe?”




    Anton glared briefly at Cecil and returned to his cleaning. “Its name was Dave, and he told me he was a lizard. So yes, I’m sure.”




    “Huh.” Cecil rolled onto his back and stretched out his legs. “Where I come from, lizards are for eating.”




    “Everything’s for eating where you come from,” Anton said dryly.




    A sudden flapping from the lighthouse path caught their attention, and Cecil rolled to his stomach. A dull white gull sailed up the path and coasted in the steady wind overhead, looking down upon the two cats with tiny, red-rimmed eyes.




    “Ahoy, cats!” squawked the gull. “Is one of you called Seasick, and one Tantrum?”




    “No,” called Anton uncertainly, staring up at the bird. “He’s Cecil, and I’m Anton.”




    “Close enough,” said the gull, listing in the breeze. He glided lower and waved a black-tipped wing behind him. “Two mice back there, wanting to have a word with you. Say they have a message from a friend of some kind.”




    Cecil sat fully upright. “Mice? Two mice want to talk to us?” He grinned, showing his teeth.




    Anton lifted his head, scanning the path. “I doubt it. You can’t trust gulls, brother. Don’t you know that yet?”




    The gull rolled his eyes. “Cats,” he muttered. “Suit yourselves,” he called, then tilted into a U-turn on the currents of air. He flew back down the path and banked again, screeching once at a blueberry shrub on the hillside before diving swiftly away over the harbor.




    Two scraggly mice, one brown and one gray, emerged from under the shrub and began making their way toward the lighthouse, dashing between rocks and tufts of grasses in little bursts.




    Anton glanced at Cecil. “Now, behave, all right? Let’s hear them out.”




    Cecil settled his girth next to Anton and licked his lips. “I always behave.”




    The mice stopped a short distance away and huddled together, their whiskers quivering. The brown mouse nudged the gray one, who took a breath, sat up on his hindquarters, and addressed the cats.
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    “We bring a message to the felines Weasel and Ant Farm from the great adventurer Hieronymus,” squeaked the gray mouse solemnly.




    Anton gasped. “From Hieronymus?” Anton had heard nothing of his brave mouse friend’s whereabouts for many months.




    “Our names are Cecil and Anton,” growled Cecil. He turned to his brother. “How can they get that ridiculous mouse’s name right but not ours?”




    Anton shushed Cecil. “We are those cats,” he said to the mice. “Go on.”




    The gray mouse cleared his throat. “Hieronymus sends word along the vast mouse network that he has traveled far into the land of the setting sun and now finds himself in grave danger and in need of assistance.”




    Anton gasped again. “What kind of danger?”




    The gray mouse clutched his whiskers. “Sorry to say, he lies imprisoned in an iron fortress, guarded by a sharp-clawed dragon.” The brown mouse, hunched behind the gray mouse and quivering, leaned and whispered something, and the gray mouse nodded. “And taunted by a wild-eyed witch,” he added.




    “How awful!” cried Anton.




    Cecil smirked. “Yeah, but how reliable is this so-called mouse network?” he asked, standing and arching his back.




    “Very,” said the gray mouse, pulling himself up a little.




    Anton began to pace. “How would we ever find him?” he asked Cecil, who shrugged and eyed the mice skeptically.




    The mice leaned together, conferring. The brown mouse began shaking his head vigorously, but the gray mouse waved a paw and squeaked quietly to him. “I know, but the ship is the only way.” He turned to Anton. “Our ship returns to a large port,” the gray mouse explained. “We sail the day after tomorrow, and you could make the trip with us to set off in the right direction. After that, you would have to board one of the great landships to find him.”




    “Landships?” said Cecil. “Never heard of them.”




    The brown mouse threw his paws up in disgust, and the gray mouse twitched his nose at the black cat. “Have you ever traveled the world, Mr. Weasel?”




    “It’s Cecil, and you bet I have,” grumbled Cecil, taking a step forward. The mice jumped back.




    Anton put a paw on Cecil’s thick shoulder. “Now, don’t eat the messenger.”




    “I wasn’t going to!” said Cecil, glancing at Anton innocently.




    “You’re drooling.”




    Cecil wiped his chin with his paw. “It’s dinnertime,” he said.




    The cat brothers looked up again, but the mice had vanished from the path.
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    Late in the day, Anton sat by his lighthouse home and gazed at the ocean, worrying about his friend and wondering what to do. He had spent the afternoon teaching his little brother Clive how to catch crabs, but the kitten was easily distracted and made a poor student. All the way back to the lighthouse Clive asked questions about his big brothers, who were known throughout Lunenburg for their seagoing adventures. Not too long ago, Anton had been impressed as a ratter on a merchant ship, and Cecil had followed him onto the open ocean in another ship, hoping to find Anton and bring him home. Everyone agreed that something like a miracle had eventually brought them back to Lunenburg again. Clive vowed that he too would go out in the wide world on a sailing vessel. Anton thought he would have to talk with Cecil about the boy—he shouldn’t be encouraged in his fantasies about life at sea, which had been, in Anton’s memory, fraught with peril. When Cecil talked about it—bragged about it was a more accurate description—they had gone from triumph to triumph and never missed a meal. Anton couldn’t deny that there had been good times, good food, the sailors singing the shanties he enjoyed, and the beauty of a calm sea at night. But he also remembered being hauled aboard ship by the scruff of his neck and thrown into the dark hold. He’d battled a vicious rat, been stranded on an island and attacked by huge birds, and had nearly died of starvation and thirst on an abandoned ship. That was when he’d met Hieronymus, the bold, talkative, resourceful mouse who saved both their lives by gnawing through a water barrel.




    It was good to be home, and it would be fine with Anton if he never left again. Home was the same, but he knew himself to be different. One of the things he’d learned was that true friendship could be found in unexpected places. Cecil put up with Hieronymus because he knew his brother owed his life to the mouse, but Anton’s regard for Hieronymus went beyond duty. Anton had come to admire and respect the mouse, though sometimes he had wished Hieronymus didn’t talk quite so much. As Anton sat in the warm breeze, gazing out to sea, he recalled his last conversation with Hieronymus.




    They had spoken the previous fall on a cold, clear night with a sliver of a moon and a glittering net of stars cast wide over the water. As Anton had paused at the sight of a graceful schooner bobbing lightly at anchor in the bay, he’d heard a voice come out of the air.




    “You know what we call that moon?” said the voice.




    Anton started and stared into the darkness. Something small and dark moved on a rock closer to shore. Anton smiled to himself. “What are you doing down here?”




    Hieronymus chuckled and scooted to a closer rock. “Same as you,” he said. “Stargazing.”




    “Right,” said Anton. “So what do you call that moon?”




    “Mouse whisker.”




    “And what about the stars?”




    “They’re all laid out in mouse tales.”




    “Mouse tails?”




    “Stories. You know. About famous heroes from long ago.”




    “Mouse heroes,” Anton repeated. “Right.”




    “What do you see when you look at the stars?” Hieronymus asked.




    “I wasn’t really looking at the stars. I was looking at that schooner and thinking of how everything here is the same as it was when we left.”




    “It is the same,” said Hieronymus. “But I’m not. That’s why I’m thinking of moving on.”




    “You’re going back to sea?”




    “I’m thinking of getting as far from the sea as I can. I’ve had a message from a cousin that I didn’t know I had. His name is Eponymus. We’re about the same age. While you and I were tossing about on the bounding main, he set off and wound up in a fine place. He says there aren’t many cats there—excuse me, but present company excluded, that’s a plus for a mouse—and he lives in a nice house. There’s plenty to eat and it’s quiet. I like the sound of that.”




    “You’re looking for a quiet place?”




    “I’m getting old. I don’t have family here. The young mice around now are a rough bunch and they don’t have any respect for their elders. They think I’m just some old blowhard who talks too much.”




    “How will you find your cousin?”




    “I don’t know, but the lads who brought me the message said the mouse network is pretty reliable. I’ll follow them.”




    “The mouse network,” Anton had said, his eyes widening.




    And now here it was. Hieronymus had sent a message through the mouse network, calling for help. Cecil wanted to pretend it was nonsense or an exaggeration, but Anton felt his friend’s call should be taken seriously. Hieronymus had saved Anton’s life and Anton could never forget that. Though the mouse was given to tall tales, Anton knew Hieronymus was too proud to ask for help if he didn’t really need it. I just hope this network is as good as he said it is, Anton thought. But how was he ever going to persuade Cecil to take advice from a pair of sniveling, terrified rodents?
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    Just after dawn, sailors and dockworkers stood on the piers and along the shoreline, frowning out at the mouth of the harbor as if waiting for a storm, or for other bad news to arrive on the breeze. Cecil and old Billy, the harbormaster’s cat, sat side by side on the rocks next to Billy’s house.




    “Something’s up,” said Cecil, peering around at the men’s faces. “They’re acting like someone died.”




    “Perhaps more than one someone,” said Billy, lifting his chin toward the harbor as a slow procession came into view.




    Cecil squinted at the two vessels moving in a line toward the docks, bound together from stern to bow with lengths of rope. The lead boat was small with neither sails nor oars, of a type the cats called a “rumbly boat” because of the sound it made, chugging steadily through the waves. Behind it, pulled along like a rudderless toy, was a large brig, crumpled and splintered. The brig should have had four tall masts with three or more sails wrapped on the crossbars of each, but the mainmast and mizzenmast in the center had been twisted and ripped away, and the two smaller masts at the bow and stern leaned at odd angles like bent straws. Railing spokes had been pulled out like the missing teeth of pirates, and the long, thin bowsprit, usually pointing the way forward, was cracked in the middle and hung limply toward the water below. Only the winged feet of a former figurehead were visible.




    “Ugh, what a sight,” said Cecil.




    “Mmm,” agreed Billy. “One does hear of these shipwrecks from time to time. Storms, rocks, poor sailing—the traveling creatures I meet tell me that many have been lost to a watery grave.”




    The sight brought to Cecil’s mind the ship he’d stowed away on to follow Anton after his brother had been catnapped from the docks. Dismasted in a fierce storm, that ship became a floating prison, and the only thing that had saved Cecil was an audacious escape to a marauding pirate ship.




    Cecil’s whiskers quivered with the memories. “Shipwrecks aren’t that common, are they?” he asked.




    “It only takes one, my lad,” said Billy gravely.




    “Just one to change your life,” Cecil agreed.




    “Are you really thinking of going out again?” Billy asked, the tip of his tail flicking nervously. The story of the rodent messengers had spread and was the talk of the cats around town, all waiting to see if the brothers were brave enough, or foolhardy enough, to follow them.




    Cecil passed a paw over one ear. “I know, it’s crazy,” he sighed. “We’re supposed to take the word of a couple of mice, and shove off to rescue another mouse who got himself in a tight spot, without the first idea how to find him.” He shook his head. “It’s nuts. I don’t even know where to begin.”




    Billy cleared his throat and hoisted his bulk to lumber down the dock. “This way,” he called. Cecil followed, carefully avoiding sailor boots as he went.




    “Here she is,” said Billy, stopping in front of a tall clipper. “The ship the mice speak of. The Master calls her the Sea Song. Regular arrivals here every seven or eight days, bearing loads of metal, tools and such. From where she sails, or to where, I cannot tell you.” He sat and nibbled one of his front claws thoughtfully.




    Cecil let out a slow breath. He’d seen this ship before from a distance, dancing into the harbor, quick and nimble at half-sail. He looked up at the figurehead. It was a lady with long dark hair and a fish’s tail instead of legs—Billy had told him she was called a “mermaid”—her mouth open as if she were singing. Where does it go from here? wondered Cecil, his heart beating a little faster. A mysterious land. He surveyed the deck, recalling his own tall ship exploits, not so long ago. Since then, the day-trips on the fishing schooners had seemed less exciting somehow.




    “It’s risky, you know,” said Billy, watching Cecil sidelong. “Just to save a mouse. It might not be worth it.”




    Cecil glanced at the wreck and then up at the Sea Song. The ship looked strong and powerful. And fast. He swished his tail back and forth.




    “Oh, I seriously doubt we’d ever find the mouse,” he said, waving a paw. “And I know Anton. He’s not fond of seagoing and he won’t want to leave home again.” He began to pace. “But it’d be fun to travel, wouldn’t it?” His whiskers began to tingle with the thought of a quest. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I think I’ll try to convince him to go.”




    Billy turned to him somberly. “You sure, lad? You could end up on the other side of the world.”




    Cecil looked again at the sleek ship, long and narrow, with sail after reefed sail ready to spill wide and catch the wind, and he grinned. “Bill, old friend, that might not be so bad.”


  




  

    CHAPTER 2




    Aboard the Sea Song




    Anton had always enjoyed salooning, as his brother called it, but now that he had heard the sailors sing along with the accordion under the stars with the ship running fast beneath them, listening to the shanties in a crowded, smoky room was not the same. Still, it was better than nothing, so he slipped behind the customary loose wallboard and settled himself on his barrel behind the door. A glow warmed his chest as the patrons’ chatter subsided and a tall, young sailor stood up to lead the singing. Anton knew for once, or thought he did, what the chatter was about. The wrecked ship hauled in that morning was the talk of the town. Humans and cats and probably even the mice had found it a sad and unnerving sight. Anton hadn’t seen it yet, but Billy had told him about it when he stopped to chat with him earlier.




    “When you see something like that, you know you and your brother were the lucky ones,” Billy said, and this struck Anton as true. To have been stranded on one ship and then rescued by another that happened across them on the great, wide ocean was lucky indeed.




    But there were many kinds of luck. Theirs had felt sometimes like a special sort, the kind that might not be wise to push. Anton tried to enjoy the singing, but his mind kept returning to the message from Hieronymus and the shipwreck, arriving so close together. It felt like a sign, but a sign of what, he couldn’t guess.




    The singing gave way to an argument between two bearded sailors. Anton slipped out of the saloon and headed home to the lighthouse. After a nap, he decided to have a look at the wrecked ship. As the early morning light brightened the sky, Anton rounded the quay and spotted Billy, Cecil, and that silly kitten Clive, who idolized Cecil, lounging in the shelter of the harbormaster’s doorway, where they could survey the wharf without being seen.




    “Has the lad been out here all night?” Anton asked Cecil as he approached.




    “He’s better out here in the fresh air than where you’ve been keeping yourself,” replied Cecil. “I can smell the saloon on your coat.”




    “It wasn’t so great in there,” Anton agreed. “I thought I’d have a look at this wreck everyone’s so agog about.”




    Billy pulled himself up with his customary huff. “It’s a cautionary sight,” he warned. “There was not even a mouse survived on her.”




    “Don’t scare him,” Cecil said to Billy. “He’s got enough caution already.”




    As they ambled down the wharf to the storm-battered wreck, Anton considered Cecil’s remark. It irked him, as he was well capable of taking risks if there was a good reason. Hieronymus was a good enough reason, though he was sure Cecil would disagree.




    The three cats stood gazing at the broken spars, the smashed bowsprit, and the tattered bits of sail hanging from the yardarm. “Not even a mouse,” Anton repeated. Then, as the sun pushed up over the horizon and cast a golden sheen across the deck of the ruined ship, the brothers both glimpsed a slight movement and burst into laughter. A solitary little mouse came running shakily down the line from the ship. With a wild leap, he skittered past them toward the shelter of the warehouses. As he passed, Cecil put out a paw and took in a breath, but Anton chided him. “Let him go. He’s the sole survivor.”




    Cecil chuckled. “Probably the last of his clan.”




    The brothers leaned toward each other and bumped shoulders. That was how Hieronymus described himself—the last of his clan—and Anton hoped Cecil was remembering, as he himself was, how after losing his entire family the mouse had saved Anton’s life by slowly, tirelessly chewing through a water barrel on a derelict ship.




    “Shall we go find him?” Cecil asked.




    “I wish we had more to go on.”




    “We’ll be the first cats in history taking travel tips from rodents.”




    “But you’re willing?” Anton asked.




    Cecil shrugged. “I’m curious about these landships. But I didn’t think you’d want to leave again.”




    “I don’t,” Anton said. “I just feel obligated. I don’t think Hieronymus would send for us if he weren’t in real trouble. We’ll stick together this time, right?”




    “As long as I’m the leader,” Cecil agreed.




    “I’ll be the brains and you can be the brawn,” Anton replied.




    “Our mission is as good as accomplished,” Cecil declared. “Let’s go tell those silly mice we’re booking passage.” The brothers sauntered down the dock to have a look at the Sea Song and plot the best strategy for getting aboard.
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    Anton wondered how their mother Sonya would take the news. He hadn’t gotten the chance to say goodbye last time, when he was impressed right off the docks in the daylight. As he and Cecil explained everything to her that morning outside the lighthouse, she was surprisingly calm.




    “I’m proud of you for going to help your friend,” said Sonya, nodding. She looked from Anton to Cecil, smiling slightly, then stepped in close and touched noses with each of them. “Be careful.”




    Three of the kittens, Clive among them, barreled out of the lighthouse, squealing and tussling. Clive spied Cecil and leaped onto his back, trying to wrestle him down, but Cecil stood sturdily and laughed. Clive slid off and sat between Cecil’s front feet.




    “Your brothers are going on a trip,” said Sonya to the kittens, who immediately fixed their big eyes on Anton and Cecil.




    “Can I come with you?” asked Clive, looking up at Cecil’s white whiskers.




    “No, it’s too dan—” Cecil paused, as Sonya sent him a warning look. “We’ll take you along when you’re older.”




    “Will you bring us back some stories?” asked another of the kittens.




    “Of course we will!” Cecil boomed. “What’s an adventure without lots of good stories?”




    Anton swallowed and looked at Sonya as the kittens cheered. She smiled, and winked at him.




    Billy appeared on the path, puffing toward them. “It’s time,” he said.
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    Cecil and Anton crouched on the hard packed dirt between two fat barrels, waiting for the right moment. Sailors grunted as they lugged the last of the cargo up the gangplank and onto the Sea Song, while others shimmied up the lines to loosen the sails. The cats knew what that meant: she was about to cast off, and they needed to move. Cecil could see someone with a large and elaborate hat, probably the captain, perusing a bundle of papers at the stern. Another man, very thin and wearing a bright green scarf, stood directing the crew as they reached the top of the plank with their loads. A loose plan formulated in Cecil’s mind, and he raised a paw toward the thin man.




    “He’ll be an easy one,” said Cecil. “He’ll probably be pleased to see us. Everyone likes a cat or two on board, right?” He stood and stepped out from between the barrels. “Come on!”




    The brothers moved with quick feet through the bustle on the dock and paused, side by side, at the bottom of the gangplank.




    “Volunteering for duty!” Cecil meowed, and they began to climb up.




    The thin man whirled toward the two cats and froze, an expression of horror on his face. He squinted, pulled the folds of his green scarf up over his nose, and began shaking his head rapidly. He stepped onto the plank, holding one hand up in front of him like a shield.




    “He doesn’t look pleased,” said Anton, slowing a little.




    “Follow my lead,” said Cecil. “We’ll win him over.” He hurried toward the thin man’s legs and rubbed against them affectionately, but the man shrieked and leaped away. Snatching up a broom from the deck, the man dropped the scarf from his nose and sneezed three times.




    “What’s he doing?” Anton asked, ducking behind Cecil.




    “I don’t . . .” Cecil sprang backward as the thin man swung the broom at his head. “Hey!”




    The thin man sneezed again and pulled a handkerchief from his pocket to blow his nose, still aiming the broom at Cecil like a sword. The men high above in the ratlines hooted down at the scene, laughing. “The poor mate,” one of them shouted. “Allergic to everything but the sea!”




    “I think he’s got a cold,” said Anton.




    “Well, that’s not our fault.” Cecil retreated a few steps and looked down. The dark seawater eddied far below the plank. If either of them fell . . . best not to think of that. “Now I see why the mice are so at home on this ship—no cats.”




    “We can’t get past him,” said Anton, crouching low on the plank. “Let’s go back.”




    “We can make it. We’ll just have to do this together.” Cecil eyed the mate. “Here’s the plan. Next time he sneezes, you slip past.”




    “Me?” Anton squeaked. “Why me?”




    “Because you’re slimmer. Once you’re up, make him turn around, and then I’ll follow. Got it?”




    “That plan is crazy. We’ll both end up drowned.”




    Cecil glanced at Anton. “Think about Hieronymus.”




    Anton looked past the thin man to the deck of the Sea Song. “It’s too far,” he said.




    “You can do it, Ant Farm.” Cecil grinned at his brother.




    The man let out an enormous sneeze, raising the broom for a moment as he did so.




    “Go!” yelled Cecil.




    Anton bolted under the broom and between the thin man’s legs. In an instant he was through. He’d made it!
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    The sailor opened his eyes and dabbed at his face with the handkerchief. Cecil stood before him on the plank, swishing his tail impishly. The man blinked at Cecil and stumbled backward. Anton let out a yowl from behind. The man cried out, turning sharply. The broom fell from his hand to the water below and he lunged to the side railing for balance as Cecil dashed past. More laughter rang out from the men on the masts as the two cats scrambled across the deck, darted into the first open hatch, and disappeared.
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    “It’s pretty dark down here,” whispered Anton.




    Cecil squirmed next to him and sighed. “But you can still see, right? You’re a cat.”




    “Well, yes,” Anton admitted. “Though there’s not much to see, really.”




    The hold was only half-full, mostly crates and a few barrels. A stack of wooden boards was secured with ropes against one wall of the hold, next to the ladder to the hatch.




    “I’m starving,” said Cecil, his nose working. “Nothing in here smells like food, except those berries.” He nodded toward some containers wrapped in burlap sacks in one corner.




    “That’s why we stuffed ourselves with fish before we left, remember?” said Anton.




    “That was ages ago. Who knows how long this trip will take? I’m heading up.” Cecil crept carefully to one end of the stack of boards and began to climb.




    Anton raised his voice. “You’ll be caught by that sickly mate,” he called to his brother.




    “Nah,” said Cecil, peering up into the darkness from the top of the stack. “It’s probably nighttime now, when most of them sleep. I’ll just look around for a few scraps.” He tucked his front paws under his chest and settled in to wait for someone to open the hatch. When that happened, Anton knew, Cecil would dash up the ladder and blend in with the blanket of night on deck.




    “That stomach of yours is nothing but trouble,” muttered Anton. He closed his eyes, but he waited as well, listening along with Cecil. At last a sailor, swinging a lantern before him, threw the hatch open and climbed down to retrieve a small cask. Anton opened his eyes just long enough to glimpse Cecil slipping up and out like a shadow. For a big guy, he’s fairly quick, Anton thought before curling into a dreamless sleep, rocked by the motion of the ship across the moonlit sea.




    [image: ]




    Anton was awakened by a sound—a ripping, tearing sound nearby, followed by a slight smacking. Instantly alert, he crouched low, slinking past the crates on silent paws. Not a rat, he thought. Please not a big ugly rat trapped down here with me. He took a deep breath and peeked slowly around the crates.




    On top of the burlap sacks in the corner sat the two mice who had brought the message from Hieronymus, feasting on blueberries. Anton blew out his breath and sat down, watching them. The gray mouse reached through the hole he had clawed in the sack and pulled out a fat berry, then turned to Anton.




    “We meet again,” said the gray mouse, his pointed nose covered in blue juice.




    “So we do,” said Anton. “How long a journey is this, anyway?”




    “Not long,” said the gray mouse between bites. “We’ll arrive at the next daylight.”




    The brown mouse sat stiffly atop the bag, keeping one eye on Anton as he ate. He leaned and whispered something to his sidekick that Anton did not catch.




    “Right!” squeaked the gray mouse. “Almost forgot.” He turned to Anton. “There was another part of the message.”




    “Another part?” said Anton, frowning. “Why didn’t you tell us before?”




    “Your friend, the big guy.” The gray mouse winced. “He’s got a look in his eye, that one. Too dangerous, we had to go.”




    “Never mind him. What’s the other part?”




    The gray mouse held his berry, looking mystified for a moment. He consulted with the brown mouse quietly, then sat up tall. “Got it. Ahem. Hieronymus says he’s to be found ‘between the whale and the coyote.’ ”




    Anton opened his eyes wide. “Between the whale and the coyote,” he repeated. “What’s a coyote?”




    “No idea.” The mice began cleaning their faces with their tiny forearms. A thud on the deck above made them jump and they scurried away, knocking berries to the floor as they scrabbled.




    The brown mouse paused to glance back at Anton. “Good luck,” he squeaked softly. “You’ll need it.” And the mice vanished into a crack in the wall.




    Anton stepped forward to nibble on a few of the strewn berries. Alone in the dark hold, he felt his heart stutter in a way it hadn’t for months. Oh, yes, he thought. We’ll need it.
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