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The Lonely Road


The mozzarella was in an icy crevasse,” said Uncle Ebenezer with a shiver, to demonstrate how cold the crevasse had been. The movement made his big belly wobble and his long shadow shimmied on the road stretching up between two high ridges of rock.


“An icy crevasse?” said Tibby Rose, who was beside him. “The mozzarella was in an icy crevasse? But why? How did it get there?”


Alistair, walking behind them with Aunt Beezer, had to laugh at his friend’s perplexed tone. He and his brother and sister were used to their uncle’s stories, but then the triplets had been living with their uncle and aunt for years, while Tibby had only just met Ebenezer and Beezer.


Uncle Ebenezer didn’t seem inclined to answer Tibby Rose’s questions. (They were the kind of questions Alistair himself used to ask once upon a time, but his uncle had never answered him either.) “I saw at once that the only way to reach the cheese was to abseil down. Fortunately, I had a length of rope with me, so I looped it around a tree.”


Tibby Rose nodded approvingly. “A firm anchor is crucial,” she agreed. Tibby was an expert in survival skills. She had been named after Charlotte Tibby—a great explorer—and had read all her namesake’s books. (Her mother had added the name Rose because of Tibby’s pink-tinted ginger fur.)


“I have an instinct for these things,” Uncle Ebenezer admitted modestly, stroking his mustache. “I left my brother Rebus at the top of the crevasse—that’s Alex, Alice, and Alistair’s father”—he reminded Tibby—“and began my descent.” He shivered again at the memory. “The deeper I went, the darker it grew. The crevasse was so narrow in places that my back brushed the wall behind me, and my feet were so cold where they touched the ice that they burned. I knew that if I stopped moving I would probably freeze to death, and the crevasse would become my icy tomb.”


Even though it was summer, Alistair pulled his scarf tight around his neck as he imagined being surrounded by sheer walls of ice.


Ebenezer paused in his storytelling, and for a moment the only sound was the rustle of leaves in the trees lining their way, and the soft pad of their feet upon the road. Even Alice and Alex, walking behind Alistair, had stopped their customary bickering to listen.


“So what happened?” Tibby Rose demanded as the silence lengthened.


“What happened?” repeated Uncle Ebenezer. “I’ll tell you what happened—just as I was within a tail’s length of the cheese, I heard a loud thump, so loud the ice around me shuddered.”


“What was it?” Tibby gasped.


Ebenezer shook his head sorrowfully. “It was Rebus,” he said. “I’d quite forgotten how my poor brother was scared of heights. He took one look into the ravine and grew so dizzy he passed out. Well of course with Rebus unconscious he wouldn’t be able to pull me up once I’d reached the cheese—and I might die waiting for him to regain consciousness! There was only one thing to do: I would have to climb the rope myself. And for that, I would need both hands.” He sighed. “So, leaving that poor mozzarella all alone at the bottom of the icy crevasse, I began to climb. Inch by determined inch I scaled that sheer ice wall until at last I reached the top. Then, with my final reserves of strength, I lifted up my unconscious brother, slung him over my shoulder and carried him home.” All of Ebenezer’s stories, Alistair noted, ended with him slinging Rebus over his shoulder and carrying him home.


Alistair felt a tremor in his chest as he thought of his father. It had been four years since the triplets had seen their parents—and for most of that time, they’d thought that Rebus and Emmeline were dead. . . .


“I can’t believe Mom and Dad have really been alive this whole time,” said Alex, as if his thoughts had been following the same line as Alistair’s.


“Do you think they’ll have changed?” Alice asked in a small voice.


Ebenezer, serious now, said, “Four years in an enemy prison would change anyone. But you know, my dear, I think we will all have to get used to a great many changes now. Why, look how much you four have been through in such a short time; I’m sure your experiences will have changed you in many ways.”


“I’m even braver than I thought,” Alex boasted.


Alistair wouldn’t have put it in those words exactly, but he knew what his brother meant. He definitely felt more confident, and more capable, as a result of his and Tibby’s hair-raising journey through Souris.


“I’m glad to hear it,” said Ebenezer. “You may well have cause to be brave now that we have joined the resistance movement to fight for a Free and Independent Gerander—or rejoined, in the case of myself and Beezer.”


“Do you think FIG will send us on spy missions, like the one Mom and Dad went on?” Alex asked eagerly.


“Well, I hope not like the one your parents went on,” Ebenezer said, sounding alarmed. “Look how that turned out. But yes, it’s possible you will be asked to undertake missions.” He sighed heavily. “As members of FIG we will all be exposed to risks and dangers; your parents risked their lives to free our homeland, and any one of us may be called on to do the same. We are going to be living a very different life now: always on the move, always looking over our shoulders. It’s not what I would have wished for you. After your parents died—after we thought they had died, I should say—Beezer and I were determined that you would have a normal, happy, safe childhood.”


“Is that why you never told us about Gerander and FIG?” Alice asked.


“That’s right,” Beezer replied. “We weren’t going to tell you until you were older; though now I think we might have been wrong to hide it from you.”


Even after everything he and Tibby Rose had been through on their way back to Smiggins, Alistair still thought the biggest shock he had ever had was finding out that he and his brother and sister were actually Gerandan, and that his whole family had been involved in the struggle to free their homeland from the Sourian occupation. He felt as if he’d had a whole new identity thrust upon him. He didn’t mind it exactly, but it certainly took some getting used to. It was amazing to think his parents and aunt and uncle had lived with a secret so big for so many years.


And now he was the one with a secret, Alistair reflected—he and Tibby Rose. He gripped the ends of his scarf. “How much farther do you think, Aunt Beezer?” He tried to keep the impatience from his voice. A secret FIG meeting was being held near the town of Stetson in the northwest of Shetlock, right near Shetlock’s border with Gerander. They had left their home in Smiggins before dawn three days earlier, and had been walking long hours each day.


His aunt replied, “It can’t be far now. I was hoping we’d get there before dark, but I’m not sure we will.” She lifted her eyes to scan the sky. Alistair knew she was watching for night hunters. And it wasn’t only night birds looking for prey they had to be wary of as the light faded on this lonely road. There was a strong possibility that two Sourian spies were on their trail. “Ebenezer, let’s take another look at the map,” she suggested.


While Uncle Ebenezer and Aunt Beezer murmured over the map, Alistair and Tibby Rose stood with Alice and Alex.


“We probably would have been there by now if Alex hadn’t ordered the cheddar soufflé at that place where we stopped for lunch,” Alice grumbled, casting an apprehensive look over her shoulder at the road behind them. “It said on the menu it would take them an extra twenty minutes to make.”


“It was the specialty of the house,” Alex argued.


Alistair suspected it was fear making Alice so sharp with their brother. Unlike him and Tibby Rose, Alice and Alex had actually encountered the Sourian spies, Horace and Sophia, first-hand, and had only narrowly escaped being killed.


“Not far now,” Beezer reassured the triplets and their friend as they resumed walking.


Tibby Rose fell into step beside Alistair. “I can’t believe how tiring all this walking is,” she said. “I can’t remember being this tired when we were traveling across Souris. But it was much easier when we didn’t have to carry anything.” She put her hands behind her back to ease the weight of the pack on her shoulders.


“For someone who ran away from home with nothing, you certainly have managed to cram a lot into that rucksack,” Alistair teased. “Though we didn’t really do that much walking in Souris,” he reminded his friend. “Most of the time we were paddling down a river, on the raft you made.”


“And even when we weren’t on the raft, we did a lot more running than walking,” Tibby recalled ruefully. “It would have been so much easier if we could have used secret paths,” she added in a low voice, glancing at Alistair’s scarf.


Alistair’s hands closed on the ends of his scarf once more as Tibby referred to the secret paths that crisscrossed Gerander. Was it really possible that his mother had knitted a map of the secret paths into the scarf she had given him just before she left on her last mission?


He was distracted from these thoughts when a swooping movement caught his eye. There was something circling above them in the sky!


“It’s a hawk!” Uncle Ebenezer yelled.


“An eagle!” cried Aunt Beezer at the same time.


Ebenezer ran back toward Alistair and Tibby Rose. “Hurry, everyone!” he called. Taking Tibby Rose’s hand he ran toward the shelter of the shrubs at the side of the road, pushing Alistair along ahead of him. Aunt Beezer ushered Alice and Alex ahead of her.


Alistair crouched in the bushes, his heart racing, as the shape wheeled around, then descended. It was heading straight toward them! A shadow swept across the bush where he was hiding and Alistair thought he heard a voice say, “Oh, I really don’t feel well,” followed by a terrifying screech. A screech that sounded very familiar to Alistair . . .


“That’s not a hawk or an eagle,” he shouted. “It’s an owl!” And before his aunt or uncle could stop him, he darted out of the bushes.
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FIG Headquarters


Alistair, come back!” called his uncle as Alistair stood in the middle of the road.


A giant owl swooped toward the ground, its talons outstretched. Alistair could just make out the shape of a mouse grasped in each talon.


“Oswald!” said Alistair, waving. “Over here.”


The owl hovered inches above the ground, then carefully released its two passengers, who stumbled a moment before regaining their balance. In the twilight Alistair saw a tall lean mouse and a small slim one in shiny black boots. It was Feast Thompson and Slippers Pink.


“We’ll walk from here,” the slim mouse was telling the owl, “and meet up again later.”


“Hi, Feast!” Alistair said as the owl soared into the darkening sky. “Hello, Slippers.”


Feast Thompson and Slippers Pink turned at the sound of his voice. Slippers, Alistair noticed, was looking distinctly queasy; she hated flying.


“Alistair! Tibby Rose!” Slippers rushed over and hugged first Alistair and then Tibby Rose, who had joined him.


By this time, the others had left the shelter of the bushes, and Alistair introduced Slippers Pink and Feast Thompson to his family.


“A pleasure to meet two of FIG’s highest operatives,” said Ebenezer.


“People only call us that because we spend so much time in the air,” said Slippers, laughing.


The group continued up the road together. Slippers Pink, walking with Beezer, led the way, followed by Ebenezer and Feast Thompson.


“It’s just around the next bend,” Slippers was saying. “FIG has taken over the Stetson school for our headquarters while everyone’s away for the summer. The principal is a supporter.”


“And when summer’s over?” Beezer asked. “Where will the headquarters be then?”


Slippers shrugged her slim shoulders. “On the move again, I suppose. Setting up camp in a cave in a remote valley for a month or two, if we’re lucky. More often it’s just a week or so in a forest clearing or in the scrub along a deserted stretch of coast. It’s been wonderful having a real base for a while: proper beds and running water and a cafeteria. Of course, we’re keeping a low profile; I doubt anyone in the village even suspects that there’s anyone staying at the school.”


Alex, who was walking with Alice in front of Alistair and Tibby Rose, groaned. “We’re going to be hanging out at a school? Eating in the cafeteria?” Then he let out an ooph as Alice nudged him sharply in the ribs. “Hey, what did you do that for?” he demanded.


Alice hissed, “Because Feast Thompson and Slippers Pink have more important things to worry about than what the food is—”


But before she could finish her sentence they heard Feast Thompson say loudly, “I hope Tobias has found a good chef. Slippers and I have been traveling nonstop for the last couple of weeks, and I’d give anything to sit down to a big, hearty meal.”


Alex didn’t say anything, but Alistair saw him shoot a self-righteous look at Alice.


“Here’s the turnoff,” Slippers said, and at a fork in the road they turned left onto a narrow road winding up through an avenue of pine trees. “The school isn’t actually in Stetson itself; it’s on a hill above the town. It’s great for security, because there’s only one road in.”


“Except if you arrive by owl,” Feast pointed out.


After about ten minutes’ walking, Alistair saw that up ahead the narrow road opened out onto a large flat plateau partially enclosed by a wall of rock. He could just make out clusters of dark shapes, which must be the school buildings. As they drew close two mice stepped out onto the road to block their way.


Slippers Pink and Feast Thompson moved forward.


“Hi, Flora,” said Slippers to the tall blonde mouse. She turned to the tall brown one. “Is that you, Maxwell? It’s been ages.”


“I’ve been undercover the last few months,” the brown mouse said briefly. Alistair noticed that Slippers and Feast nodded but didn’t ask any questions about where Maxwell had been or why.


“Who else have you got there?” Flora wanted to know, peering past Slippers and Feast to where Alistair and the others were standing a few feet away.


“We’ve got Ebenezer and Beezer from Smiggins, and their niece and nephews and a friend.”


Max consulted a list, then said, “So that’s Alex, Alice, Alistair, and Tibby Rose, right?” He checked off their names and said, “We’ve been expecting you.”


Flora told Beezer and Ebenezer, “You can have adjoining rooms in the dormitory building for the next couple of nights. After that . . .” She shrugged. “We’ve just had word from one of our patrols that they’ve found a group of refugee families from Gerander hiding near the border. They’ll be here within forty-eight hours, and it sounds like they might have been injured in the escape. We’ll probably have to move you so they can have your rooms. You can bed down in the hall after that; plenty are.”


“Of course,” Ebenezer murmured. His expression had grown concerned at the mention of injured mice.


Flora continued, “You’re in room 17. The dorm is in block 1, on the other side of the oval. I’d suggest you drop off your bags and then go straight to the hall, which is the building beside it. Tobias is going to say a few words before dinner.” She indicated a building close by; its high windows were lit up. “That’s the cafeteria there.”


“Thank you,” said Beezer. “Come on, everyone.” She and Ebenezer began to lead the way across the grassy oval.


“What about Slippers and Feast?” Alistair said, hesitating. He couldn’t wait to tell Slippers Pink and Feast Thompson the secret he’d discovered about his scarf, but he knew he had to wait until they were alone. When Slippers Pink had told them about the hidden paths through Gerander, she had made Alistair and Tibby Rose promise that they would never reveal the secret to anyone.


The tall dark brown mouse and smaller almond mouse exchanged a wry look. “If I know Tobias,” said Slippers, “we probably won’t be staying long.”


“Long enough for dinner, though, I hope,” said Feast.


“Come on, Alistair,” Ebenezer called.


“Quick, tell her,” Tibby Rose murmured in Alistair’s ear.


“Slippers . . . ,” Alistair began. His hesitant tone must have alerted her to the fact that he had something important to say, because Slippers said, “See you, Flora. Bye, Max,” and moved to Alistair’s side. She, Feast, Alistair, and Tibby Rose began to walk slowly across the oval, keeping some distance between themselves and the others. Alistair noticed several mice flitting around the edges of the oval, and heard the occasional hum of voices carrying on the gentle breeze.


“What is it, Alistair?” Slippers asked.


“I think—I think I know something about the paths of Gerander,” he said in a rush. “I think Mom might have knitted them into my scarf, like a map.”


Alistair heard a sharp intake of breath, though he couldn’t tell whether it came from Slippers or Feast.


But Slippers merely said, “Tobias will want to hear this too. Feast and I will set up a meeting.” She touched Alistair lightly on the arm. “You go with your family. We’ll see you in the hall in a few minutes.” And then the two FIG operatives strode off into the night.


“Who’s Tobias?” Tibby Rose asked, as she and Alistair jogged to catch up with the others, their rucksacks bouncing uncomfortably on their backs.


“I don’t know,” Alistair replied, following his brother and sister up the steps of a two-story brick building.


As they walked down the corridor they passed small huddles of mice, clustered in twos and threes and speaking in hushed voices. A few nodded to the newcomers but most were so engrossed in their conversations they merely stepped aside absentmindedly so that Alistair and his family could squeeze past.


The triplets and Tibby Rose barely had time to drop their bags on the floor of a small room with two sets of bunk beds before they were being hurried out of the dormitory block to the building next door and through the double doors at the rear of the hall.


The hall was a large unfurnished space with a high ceiling and wooden floors, and a stage facing the doors. Alistair noticed a stack of gym mats in an alcove and a few sporting pennants fixed high up on the walls, and guessed that it probably doubled as a gymnasium. The room would have seemed huge when it was empty, but tonight it was crammed with mice, some standing alone in somber silence, others talking excitedly in groups, their voices echoing off the bare surfaces. Where had they all come from? As overwhelming as it was to find himself surrounded by so many mice—more overwhelming for Tibby Rose, who had never been in such a crowd, he realized as he felt his friend press closer to his side—it was also exhilarating to think that they were all members of FIG, and all here to play a part in liberating Gerander.


Through the crush Alistair saw there were quite a few rucksacks shoved up against the walls, and he wondered what it would be like to sleep in this cavernous space, among strangers. For a moment he thought longingly of the apartment in Smiggins: his bed in the small room that had once been Beezer’s study, the shelf full of books, the jumble of sporting equipment in the corner. But with the Sourians after them, it was no longer safe for them to stay there. All he owned now was what he could fit in his rucksack. Then he thought of the refugee families Flora had mentioned; if they had had to flee their homes suddenly, they’d be lucky to have that much.


The hubbub had risen to a deafening pitch when a mouse with fur the color of orange marmalade walked onto the stage at the front of the hall.


Alistair felt a hand on his back and turned to see that Feast had squeezed through the crowd to stand beside him. Slippers stood on the other side of Tibby Rose.


“That’s Tobias,” Feast Thompson whispered, nodding toward the marmalade mouse. “He’s been running FIG ever since Zanzibar was captured.”


“He’s also Zanzibar’s cousin,” added Slippers Pink. “They spent a lot of time together when they were growing up in Gerander—in hiding, of course. The Sourians have never been content to let the rightful king of Gerander walk free.”


The marmalade mouse held up a hand and the crowd fell silent. He began to speak with calm authority.


“Friends, it has been three generations since the earthquake that devastated our homeland.”


A gentle sigh rippled through the crowd.


“And it has been three generations since the Sourian army poured over the border into Gerander to help in our recovery . . . and then refused to leave.”


The gentle sigh became a hiss of disapproval.


Tobias’s voice became louder as he continued, “Friends, for far too long our homeland has been occupied by the Sourian oppressors. Our people are prisoners in our own land!”


A wave of angry murmurs swept through the crowd now.


Tobias’s voice carried above the murmurs. “Since FIG was founded, everyone here has made many sacrifices. There have been many setbacks and many tragedies in our struggle against a more powerful opponent. And frankly, we have had little cause for optimism. But these are extraordinary times, and the news I wish to share with you today is worthy of celebration—”


“Zanzibar is free!” came a voice from the back of the crowd, and a small cheer went up.


Tobias raised his hands and the hall fell quiet once more. “Worthy of celebration and cause for great concern,” he finished. He paused then, as if expecting another outburst, but the hall full of mice was silent. “As those of you who have been engaged in surveillance work are aware, there has been unusual activity in Gerander of late. We have reason to believe that the Sourian army has been increasing troop numbers. No doubt they are worried about the consequences of Zanzibar’s escape. No doubt they are worried that under Zanzibar’s leadership, Gerandans will rise up and repel the Sourian invaders”—Tobias’s voice grew louder, booming across the hall—“and Gerander will be a free and independent nation once more!”


“Hurrah!” The room rang with cheers and Alistair felt a thrill of excitement run through him.


“Where is Zanzibar now?” asked a broad brown mouse to Alistair’s left. “Is he here?”


Tobias shook his head. “No, Zanzibar is not here. For security reasons, he has gone into hiding. But I have met with him, and we have put together a strategy. It is time for us to redouble our efforts. The Sourians seem to be planning some sort of crackdown, but Zanzibar is free and momentum is on our side: we must seize the opportunity and act! Starting tonight I will be handing out assignments—some of them very risky. But for now . . . welcome. Enjoy this time with your friends and colleagues before the hard work begins.”


The marmalade mouse nodded once, then strode from the stage to thunderous applause.


No sooner had the applause died down than Alistair spied several mice striding toward the sides of the hall and hefting rucksacks onto their shoulders. It was obvious from their rapid movements and whispered conversations that they were about to embark on urgent missions.


“Rescue detail!” someone was bellowing above the buzz of talk. “Could everyone in the rescue detail please report to the library immediately? Your briefing starts in five minutes.”


Mice were rushing in all directions, being summoned to one of the many meetings that seemed about to start or delivering messages or trying to find word of friends and relatives. Alistair and his family were caught up in the surge of mice flowing out of the hall and across the oval to the cafeteria. If the smells issuing from the long, low building were anything to go by, both Feast and Alex would be satisfied.


There was a bottleneck at the door, but once he was inside Alistair saw that the walls of the cafeteria were lined with tables groaning under the weight of pots and platters and trays and tureens of delicious food. There was even a dessert buffet, and it looked as though a few mice had skipped dinner altogether and were already helping themselves to generous portions of cake and pudding.


Alistair joined the line filing past an array of pastas and sauces, and piled a plate with spaghetti, which he topped with a generous sprinkling of Parmesan. Then he pushed his way through the crowd until he saw a long table around which his family and friends were gathering. He slipped into a spot saved for him between Feast Thompson and Slippers Pink. It was great to see them again; funny, too, to be meeting up with them so far away from the lonely cliff top on the Sourian Sea where he had last seen them. But there were so many mice assembled here for FIG’s special meeting, he had the feeling that if he sat still long enough everyone he had ever met would walk by. There was, in fact, one mouse he was hoping to see: Timmy the Winns, a mysterious midnight blue mouse whom he and Tibby Rose had met on their journey through Souris. It was Timmy who’d first given Alistair the idea that there might be something special about his scarf.


“Is Timmy the Winns here?” he asked Feast Thompson.


Feast shrugged and looked around vaguely. “He’ll be here somewhere. It’s hard to spot anyone in this crowd, though.”


Alistair thought that a midnight blue mouse would be sure to stand out, yet he hadn’t caught so much as a glimpse of him. Or was it possible that Timmy wasn’t blue anymore? After all, he and Tibby Rose had been a brownish purple when they’d met Timmy and his traveling companions—they’d dyed their fur with blackberry juice so the Sourians, who despised ginger mice as Gerandan spies, would stop chasing them—but now they were ginger.


As he scanned the crowd, Alistair’s eyes met those of a white mouse at another table. The other mouse appeared to be looking directly at him. As he gazed back, Alistair couldn’t read the white mouse’s expression. It didn’t seem hostile, nor did it seem friendly. It seemed merely alert and . . . speculative, Alistair thought. Then someone walked between them, and when Alistair was next able to see the white mouse, he was engaged in conversation with a scruffy brown mouse to his left.


“Slippers, do you know him?” Alistair indicated the white mouse who had been staring at him.


Slippers Pink looked over. “Hmm, yes,” she said. “That’s Solomon Honker. I wonder what he’s up to?” But before Alistair could ask anymore questions about the white mouse, Slippers was saying, “Eat up. You too, Tibby Rose.” Tibby was on Slippers’s other side. “Tobias said he’d see us straight after dinner.”


Alex was already getting up for a second helping at the dessert buffet by the time Alistair twirled the last piece of spaghetti around his fork.


Alistair and Tibby Rose stood too, but they followed Slippers and Feast right past the dessert table and out of the cafeteria. They walked across a cement play area on which Alistair could just make out the faded chalk squares of a handball court, and pushed their way past a small crowd of mice to slip through the door of a building marked SCHOOL OFFICE.


“What are they all waiting for?” Tibby Rose asked.


“They probably have meetings with Tobias too,” Slippers explained as they strode along a corridor. “He’s using the principal’s office as his headquarters.”


Suddenly a dark gray mouse with sharp features came out of an office and barred their way. “Pink, Thompson, what are you doing here? Who let these children in?” He scowled at Alistair and Tibby.


“Out of the way, Flanagan,” Feast Thompson said brusquely. “Tobias invited us—and them.”


“We’ll see about that,” the dark gray mouse muttered, and turned to rap on the door he had just closed behind him. When a voice called, “Enter!,” he slipped into the office, leaving the others standing in the corridor.


“Who’s he?” asked Alistair.


“Tobias’s assistant,” said Slippers Pink. “He’s a bit . . . overprotective . . . when it comes to Tobias.”


“Flanagan thinks he’s the only one who should have access to Tobias,” Feast elaborated, not bothering to hide the dislike in his voice.


They stood in silence as a murmured exchange went on behind the closed door, then Flanagan emerged and gestured to them. “Tobias will see you now,” he said ungraciously.


The marmalade mouse sitting behind the principal’s desk half stood as Alistair and the others entered the office. He was wearing a pair of wire-framed reading glasses, which he removed to reveal tired, red-rimmed eyes. While he had seemed vigorous and energetic when rallying the FIG members in the hall, up close his weariness was unmistakable.


“Have you got enough chairs? Just pull some over from the table there, will you, Feast?”


“You look completely worn out, Tobias,” Slippers said as she lowered herself into a seat.


But Tobias waved away her concern. “I’m fine,” he said, slumping back into his chair. “Just busy.” He waved a hand at the piles of paper on his desk. “We’ve got a few operations on at the moment, and a few more in the planning. Speaking of which . . .” He leaned forward and turned a kindly look on Alistair and Tibby Rose. “What a pleasure to see a couple of young faces,” he said. “I’ve got a son about your age who’s spending summer vacation with a friend. I’m afraid he doesn’t write nearly as often as I would like.” He shook his head fondly at a framed photo of a miniature version of himself. “And speaking of young mice who worry their elders, you’ve had quite an adventure, I hear. All the way from Souris to Shetlock.” If he was angry at them for running away from the house in Templeton where Tibby’s Grandpa Nelson and Great-Aunt Harriet lived, he wasn’t showing it. If anything, he sounded amused, Alistair thought.


“They certainly have,” Slippers Pink agreed, sounding distinctly less amused. “But I think the information they have for us now might be worth all the trouble they caused me and Feast.” She lifted the corner of her mouth in a smile. “Tell Tobias what you told us, Alistair.”


Taking a deep breath, Alistair stood up, unwound his scarf from around his neck and laid it flat on Tobias’s desk. He quickly explained how he and Tibby Rose had encountered the mysterious mouse named Timmy the Winns on their journey through Souris, and how Timmy had sung him a song about the Winns. Alistair hadn’t known at the time where the Winns was—indeed, he’d known hardly anything about Gerander at all back then—but Timmy’s song about the river had nonetheless sounded familiar. Alistair repeated the first verse now:


“From rock to ridge to tunnel to tree


The songs are there for you to see;


Read the land and follow the signs,


Read the river between the lines.”


“I asked Timmy about the Winns, and he said . . .” Alistair thought for a minute as he tried to recall Timmy’s exact words. “He said, ‘It is the spine that knits our head to our feet.’


“And then we met you,” Alistair said, looking now at Slippers Pink and Feast Thompson, “and you told us about the secret paths through Gerander that my mother knew, and it was almost like you expected me to know them too.”


“I was hoping Emmeline might have told you,” Slippers admitted. “But you hadn’t heard of them.”


“She’d never mentioned them,” Alistair confirmed. “Then Tibby Rose and I met up with Alice and Alex, who were coming to find me. On the way back home to Smiggins, we stopped off in Stubbins to show Tibby the house where we used to live. And I was thinking about Mom and Dad, and about how Mom had given me this scarf the night before they left, and then I remembered a song she had sung. It was the same tune as Timmy the Winns’s song.” He recited the words:


“A burning tree


A rock of gold


A fracture in the mountain’s fold,


In the sun’s last rays when the shadows grow long


And the rustling reeds play the Winns’s north song.”


As Alistair reached the end of the verse there was a knock on the door and the dark gray mouse entered.


“What is it, Flanagan?” Tobias asked absently, his gaze still fixed on Alistair’s scarf.


“An urgent message has come for you. It’s sealed, and it’s marked for your eyes only.”


Tobias put on his reading glasses and held out a hand for the envelope, but instead of giving it to him his secretary said, “Perhaps you’d better step outside to attend to it, sir.” He didn’t even glance at the four mice who sat between him and Tobias.


Tobias sighed. “Excuse me,” he murmured. “I’d better see what this is about.” He rose from his chair and left the room.


When he re-entered the office a few minutes later he seemed distracted. He stood by the door, his eyes drifting around the room before settling on the scarf spread out on the table. He stared at it as if transfixed, then, with an impatient noise, he crumpled the letter he was holding into a ball and lobbed it toward the wastepaper basket by his desk. “Nothing important,” he said dismissively.


“Is it just my imagination, or is Flanagan even more paranoid than usual?” Slippers asked as Tobias slid back into his seat.


“We, ah . . .” The marmalade mouse paused. “There have been some security issues,” he said finally.


Beside him, Alistair sensed a new alertness about Slippers Pink.


“Security issues?” she prompted.


Tobias pushed his glasses to the top of his head and pinched the bridge of his nose with one hand. “A leak.”


“How high?” Feast asked immediately.


“High,” said Tobias, then held up a hand to indicate that he didn’t want to talk about it.


“But—” Slippers protested.


“My concern,” Tobias said firmly. “Not yours. Now, where were we?”


“I was just explaining about my scarf,” Alistair reminded him. “Timmy the Winns was looking at it just before he talked about the Winns knitting our head to our feet. I think he was trying to tell me something. And this blue stripe, it runs from the top to the bottom of the scarf. That could be like head to foot, couldn’t it?”


Tobias ran a hand through the rumpled marmalade fur on his chin. “And you think the song Emmeline sang is another clue?”


“We think the song might be about particular landmarks pointing the way to a secret path,” Tibby Rose said. “A rock of gold and a burning tree.”


“And that the scarf might be a map,” Alistair finished. “And that we could use it to find the secret paths.”


Tobias was nodding. “It’s possible,” he said. Then he sat up straighter. “Yes. It’s definitely possible.” He put his glasses back on and studied the scarf, its vivid colors and strange design. “And have you found these landmarks—the rock of gold and the burning tree—on the scarf?”


Tibby and Alistair exchanged excited glances. Tobias believed them!


Alistair pointed to the burst of orange he and Tibby had found. “That could be a burning tree.”


“And this could be the golden rock,” Tibby said, pointing to a patch of yellow near it.


Tobias peered intently at the rock and the tree, then traced the blue stripe of the river with his finger to the top of the scarf. “Up here,” he said, “to the north, this looks like the source of the Winns.” He rested his fingertips on a dark green oval and closed his eyes. “It’s a magical place,” he murmured. “A deep mountain spring. The old folk say it has healing properties.”


“Have you been there?” Tibby asked.


“I have,” said Tobias. “I spent many vacations in the area as a boy.”


“It looks like the golden rock and burning tree aren’t far from the source.”


“Well, if we’ve got some landmarks to guide us, and know they’re near the source of the river, the next step is obvious,” said Feast. “Slippers and I should go to Gerander and find the secret paths.”


Before Tobias could respond, Alistair said, “Tibby and I want to go to Gerander too. I have to find my parents—unless you already have a plan to rescue them?” His heart started to beat faster in anticipation of the marmalade mouse’s response.


Tobias shook his head slowly. “I’m afraid we’ve been finding it rather difficult to organize,” he said heavily. “It is nearly impossible to travel through Gerander undetected.”


“Not anymore!” Alistair said triumphantly. “The secret paths go all over Gerander, don’t they? I bet we could use them to get to Atticus Island.”


“Not so fast,” Slippers Pink broke in. With an apologetic look at Alistair and Tibby Rose, she said to Tobias, “Feast and I, we’re more than willing to go. But there’s no way Alistair and Tibby Rose should be sent into Gerander. It’s too dangerous.”


Tobias was drumming his fingers on the table thoughtfully, and Alistair felt a spark of hope. Despite Slippers’s objections, the marmalade mouse actually appeared to be considering his idea!


Tobias cleared his throat. “I’m afraid it’s not that simple, Slippers,” he said. “It’s not just because they are hidden that the secret paths have remained a secret. You see, not everyone can read the signs. They are passed down within families, but not to every family member. Those who read the signs recognize others with the same ability, as Emmeline must have recognized the ability in Alistair when she gave him this scarf. I don’t like it anymore than you do but, as dangerous as it may be for Alistair to join you on this mission, I think he is essential to its success. And after everything they’ve been through, I think Alistair and Tibby Rose should stay together.”


“I couldn’t go without Tibby,” Alistair said. “I never would have made it out of Souris if not for her.”


“We’re agreed then,” said Tobias. “Now, we have been able to find out a little more about the situation on Atticus Island from one of our members who was imprisoned there. I have a detailed description of where Emmeline and Rebus are being held.” He rummaged through the scraps of paper littering his desk, finally alighting on one. “Here.” He gave it to Slippers Pink, who promptly slipped it into one of her shiny black boots. “Oswald will help you, I presume?”


Slippers nodded once, her mouth set in a mutinous line. Alistair could tell she wasn’t happy that Tobias had agreed to let him and Tibby Rose accompany her and Feast on the mission—even if there could be no mission without Alistair to find the secret paths.


“There’s one more thing,” Tobias said seriously. “You are not to talk about this mission to anyone. And I mean anyone. I’m afraid to say that includes your family, Alistair. We cannot afford any lapses in security, especially now. Once you have left, I will inform your family that you have been sent on an assignment.”


There was a rap on the door and Tobias stood, which seemed to signal that their meeting was over, for Slippers Pink and Feast Thompson rose too.


“Will there be any reply to the message which came earlier?” Flanagan asked, craning his head around the door. Again, he acted as if there were no one else in the room.


Tobias cast a resigned look at the wastepaper basket. “I’ll deal with it myself, Flanagan.”


As Flanagan withdrew, Alistair took the scarf from Tobias’s desk and hastily wrapped it around his neck, then he and Tibby Rose followed Feast and Slippers to the door.


Tobias accompanied them; at the doorway he laid a warm hand on Alistair’s shoulder. “Well done,” he said. “Working out the clue Emmeline left in the scarf was very clever.”


“I think Timmy the Winns worked it out before I did,” Alistair confessed. Then, remembering that he still hadn’t seen the midnight blue mouse, he asked, “Is Timmy here?”


A pained expression crossed Tobias’s face. “No,” he said quietly. “Timmy hasn’t turned up.”


“Hasn’t turned up?” Slippers sounded surprised.


“Timmy is . . . missing,” Tobias said unhappily. He shook his head. “We think the leak . . .” His voice trailed off.


“Timmy’s missing?” Slippers’s voice was shrill. “But if even Timmy’s not safe, what about Zanzibar?”


“My concern,” Tobias said firmly, just as he had earlier. “Not yours.” Then he added more gently, “Don’t worry, Zanzibar is safe.” He ushered them into the corridor. “Good luck,” he said. “All of you. . . . Flanagan? I’m ready for my next meeting now.”
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