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For my true-blue sisters Lisa and Stefanie, with whom I shared a happy childhood interlude in England


CHAPTER 1
DAY ONE DECEMBER 23 0001 HOURS
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At exactly one minute past midnight, a large black taxicab turned into the sweeping drive in front of London’s Savoy Hotel.

A mouseling stepped out of the shadow of the curb as the vehicle approached. Its headlights caught the hopeful gleam in his bright little eyes. He watched as the cab pulled up smartly in front of the entrance. It swished through a puddle as it did so, drenching him with icy water.

The mouseling slumped back against the curb, the hopeful look instantly extinguished. He’d thought that perhaps his luck had finally changed. It hadn’t. Not one bit. He swiped dejectedly at his sodden face with a grimy paw and sneezed. What a horrid night! The skies were spouting the kind of cold, sleeting rain that only London in late December could produce—and now this. His slight body shook violently, and the mouseling wrapped his tail tightly around himself in a vain attempt to keep warm.
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Shivering, he watched as the cab driver hopped out and trotted round to open the door for his passengers. The mouseling’s tummy rumbled. Not only had he had no luck tonight, he’d had nothing to eat either. He hadn’t earned it yet. “Only mouselings who sing for their supper get their supper,” Master always said.

And the mouseling desperately wanted to please Master. Master was the giver of all that was good: food, warmth, praise. The mouseling owed Master his life. Before Master, he’d been nothing. An urchin. A throwaway. “Nobody wants worthless street trash like you,” Master reminded him often. Reminded all of them often. “Nobody but me.”

Still shivering, the mouseling peered over the curb as two pairs of feet emerged from the taxi: a lady’s and a gentleman’s. His tiny heart began to beat a little faster. Maybe his luck had changed after all. The gentleman’s shoes were highly polished and expensive looking. The lady’s stylish sandals crisscrossed her pale toes with narrow straps. Useless for walking, especially in this weather, but perfect for making an impressive entrance at one of London’s poshest hotels. Which was just the sort of thing that toffs liked to do.

“You can always tell a toff by his shoes,” Master had instructed. “That and his bags. Toffs like to spend money on shoes and bags.”

The cab driver removed a trio of suitcases from the taxi’s trunk and placed them on the sidewalk. The mouseling watched intently. He lifted his grubby little nose into the air and sniffed. Leather! Expensive leather. Hope soared in him once again. This was what he’d been waiting for all evening. These were just the sort of bags that toffs liked to take to fancy hotels.

And toffs—upper-crust, well-heeled, wealthy humans—were what the mouseling was after tonight. What all Master’s mouselings were after in every corner of the city tonight.

The small mouse’s tummy rumbled again. Right, then. Time to get to work if he fancied any supper. He shouldered his soggy duffel bag (made from the toe of a sock) and with a practiced leap swung himself up over the curb. As the taxi-cab pulled away, he tumbled into the cuff of the gentleman’s well-cut trousers, and a moment later the Savoy’s doorman ushered the two human guests—and one unseen mouseling—inside the hotel.


CHAPTER 2
DAY ONE DECEMBER 23 0600 HOURS
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The British airport official looked up from the counter at the chubby boy standing in front of him. “Purpose of your visit?” he asked.

The boy, who was sweating profusely, prodded at the round, wire-rimmed glasses slipping down his nose. “Uh, I guess, uh—” he stammered, still a bit groggy from the long flight from Washington, D.C. Nervous, too. This was his last hurdle. Once he passed through immigration and customs he was home free.

“Purpose of your visit?” repeated the man. There was a note of irritation in his voice. Behind the boy, a long line of waiting travelers snaked through the airport’s crowded screening area. “Business or pleasure?”

“Um,” said the boy. A bit of both was the correct answer, but how many ten-year-olds had business in London? He didn’t want to arouse suspicion. He couldn’t afford to do that. Not with what he had hidden in his shoe. “Um,” he said again.

“Are you hard of hearing, lad?” demanded the official, glaring at him. “What’s your name, anyway?” He squinted down at the passport that lay open on the counter in front of him. His bushy eyebrows shot up and disappeared beneath the bill of his uniform cap. “Ozymandias Levinson? Blimey, who names a kid Ozymandias?”

A blush eclipsed the boy’s round moon of a face. “It’s just Oz, actually,” he muttered. He glanced anxiously over to where his parents, whose passports had already been approved and stamped, were waiting.

Oz had never seen such a busy airport. Two days before Christmas, Heathrow was a virtual crush of humanity. The corridors and waiting areas were jammed with people of all shapes and sizes and colors from every corner of the world. Europe, Asia, Africa, India. Women in bright saris. Men in business suits and turbans. Students with backpacks; parents with babies in strollers. Old people, young people, all of them squeezing through the checkpoint like soda through the neck of a bottle, eager to pop out the other side and explore the great city of London that lay just beyond the airport’s doors.

Oz took a deep breath. He needed to say something, and fast. He needed to say one word: “pleasure.” Only problem was, it was a lie. Not completely, but still a lie. And Oz wasn’t very good at lying. He got red in the face. He stammered. He broke out in a sweat. Just like he was doing now. Get a grip, Levinson, he told himself sternly. James Bond would lie.

James Bond was Oz’s hero. The British superspy was always rock steady under pressure. Just like he, Oz Levinson, would be when he was a grown-up secret agent someday. He was sort of a secret agent already—an honorary one, anyway. Only he wasn’t very good at it yet.

The airport official tapped the end of his pen against Oz’s passport impatiently.

The name is Levinson. Oz Levinson, Oz repeated silently, steeling himself with his favorite mantra. He closed his eyes, opened his mouth, and prepared to lie.

“Excuse me, but are you nearly finished?” said a female voice.

Oz’s eyes flew open. He looked up in surprise. Way up. So did the airport official. Oz’s mother was standing beside them. At nearly six feet tall, she towered over the seated man. He frowned.

“It’s forbidden to return to this checkpoint,” he said severely.

Another official in uniform hustled over. He placed a newspaper on the counter and pointed to one of the headlines, then leaned down and whispered something into his colleague’s ear. Oz caught the phrase “VIP.”

Oz was very familiar with that phrase. His mother was a world-famous opera star who was considered a Very Important Person wherever she went.

The seated man scanned the newspaper headline, then cleared his throat. “Lavinia Levinson?” he said, sitting up a little straighter.

Oz’s mother inclined her head regally.

“And this is your son?”

Lavinia Levinson placed a protective hand on Oz’s shoulder. The official glanced from one to the other. “Ah, yes,” he said. “I can see the resemblance.”

Oz reddened. Was he making fun of them? Lots of people did. He and his mother were both blond and both, well, on the large side. This morning, his mother was wearing a dramatic red-cashmere cape. Oz thought she looked a bit like Mrs. Santa Claus. Who does that make me, he wondered sourly, Santa’s long-lost son, Jumbo?

The man smiled broadly at Oz’s mother. “The missus is a big fan of yours,” he gushed. “Might I trouble you for your autograph? It would be a lovely surprise to tuck in her Christmas stocking.”

As Lavinia Levinson signed her name on a slip of paper, the man stamped Oz’s passport and waved him on toward customs. Oz trotted over to where his father was standing, next to Oz’s friend and classmate Delilah Bean, better known as D. B.

“What took you so long?” Luigi Levinson asked.

“Can’t talk now—gotta make a pit stop!” Oz cried, racing past them. He needed to be sure that the secret in his left shoe was still safe.

Oz had not been able to stop thinking about his left shoe since the airplane had taken off last night from Washington. He ran into the men’s room and locked himself in a stall. Bending over, he quickly removed the shoe. It was very old-fashioned. Oz thought that it looked like something his grandfather might wear. Or like something from a museum. In fact, it was from a museum. The International Spy Museum in Washington, D.C., to be exact. Oz’s colleagues had retrieved it (and its mate) just last week. It was the first time the agency had attempted to retrieve something so large. The mission had required a massive team effort. Fortunately, things had gone well. Equally fortunately, the shoes had fit Oz.

Oz turned the shoe upside down gently. “You okay?” he whispered into its heel, grateful that no one could see him. He must look like an idiot.

There was no reply from the shoe. Oz grasped its heel and grunted as he tried to swivel it clockwise. Nothing happened. Oz frowned. He grasped the heel again, more firmly this time, and twisted counterclockwise. Again, nothing. Oz looked down at his feet and chewed his lip. It was the left shoe, wasn’t it? Could he have gotten mixed-up about something as important as that? His heart started to race as he grappled urgently with the heel. Perspiration dripped down his face, and he prodded anxiously at his glasses again. What if he couldn’t get it open? What if there weren’t enough airholes? What if—wait! There. The heel budged slightly. A wave of relief washed over him. He had the correct shoe after all—it was just stuck. Oz swiveled the heel with all of his might, and this time it opened, revealing a secret compartment.

“You okay, Glory?” he whispered. “Could you breathe in there?”

The contents of the shoe’s secret compartment stirred, and a furry head popped out. “Breathing wasn’t a problem,” said the small brown creature who emerged, stretching. “Bunsen’s airholes worked just fine. There wasn’t much room, though. I feel like a pretzel.”

Oz inspected her closely. “You don’t look like a pretzel.”

Glory grinned. “Nope, just a mouse.”

Morning Glory Goldenleaf is hardly “just” a mouse, thought Oz, smiling back at her. She was an elite Silver Skateboard agent with Washington, D.C.’s Spy Mice Agency, and his colleague and friend.

“I saved these for you,” he said, handing her a bag of airline peanuts.

“Thanks, Oz—you’re true-blue,” Glory replied, tearing into it hungrily. “By the way, remind me to e-mail Bunsen as soon as we get to the hotel and let him know I’m okay. You know how he worries.”

Bunsen Burner, lab-mouse-turned-field-agent, was another colleague—and Glory’s sweetheart. He’d been very reluctant to stay behind in Washington, and he’d fussed endlessly over the secret compartment in the shoe, adding extra airholes for safety and soft cotton balls to cushion Glory for the journey.

“I can’t believe we’re actually here!” Glory exclaimed, nibbling on a peanut. “Just think, Oz—we’re in England!”

Oz nodded. Lavinia Levinson’s invitation from the Royal Opera to sing a Christmas Eve concert had been a stroke of luck for all of them. The Levinsons had quickly decided to make a family vacation of it, and they’d invited D. B. along to keep Oz company. The Beans had been reluctant at first to part with their daughter over the holidays, but Lavinia Levinson’s enthusiasm had finally worn them down.

“Just think how educational it will be!” she’d pointed out. “Plus, you’d be doing us a huge favor. I’ll be in rehearsal most of the time, and poor Oz will be bored to tears.”

Once Glory heard that Oz and D. B. were heading to London, she had decided to hitch a ride and visit her new friend Squeak Savoy. Squeak was an agent with MICE-6, the British equivalent of the Spy Mice Agency. The two mice had become friends on a recent mission battling Roquefort Dupont, the supreme leader of Washington’s rat underworld and Glory’s arch enemy. Just last month, in New York, they had soundly defeated Dupont and the other rats of the Global Rodent Roundtable, including London’s own Stilton Piccadilly. The rats had last been seen floating out to sea in a hot-air balloon, and they hadn’t been heard from since.

Glory’s trip to London wasn’t just a vacation, though. She had an appointment with Sir Edmund Hazelnut-Cadbury, head of MICE-6. She reached down into the shoe’s secret compartment and pulled out her backpack. Made from the thumb of a mitten, it contained her skateboard, a letter to Sir Edmund from her boss, Julius Folger, and a brand-new acquisition from the Spy Museum’s collection. Anglo-American mice relations were strong, and the two agencies freely shared intelligence, gadgets, and mouse-power as they worked to keep their world safe from the likes of Dupont and Piccadilly.

Glory shouldered her backpack. She had high hopes for this visit. A vacation, yes—but possibly a little more than that too. If she played her cards right, Christmas in London could herald the beginning of a glamorous overseas posting. And Glory dearly wanted a glamorous overseas posting.

“We’d better go,” said Oz. “They’re going to wonder where I disappeared to.”

Glory climbed onto Oz’s waiting palm. He lifted his hand to his chest, and she somersaulted expertly into the pocket of his shirt. Oz put his shoe back on and went to rejoin his parents and D. B.

“Everything okay?” whispered his classmate as Oz’s parents whisked them through customs and outside to the waiting limousine. Oz gave her a thumbs-up and pointed to his shirt pocket.

The limo’s smooth, sedate pace quickly lulled Oz’s mother to sleep. Her head slumped back against the bearlike arm her husband had draped around her shoulders, and her mouth fell open. The world-famous diva let out a gentle snore. D. B. giggled.

“I still can’t believe my parents let me come,” she said to Oz, bouncing in her seat. The profusion of tiny braids that covered her head bounced too. “This is so awesome.”

Oz stared at his classmate. He’d never seen D. B. this excited—or this cheerful. This new and improved D. B. was a little unnerving.

As they drew closer to the city, familiar landmarks began to appear.

“Look!” squealed D. B. “There’s Big Ben!”

Oz craned his neck for a better view of the enormous clock tower atop the Houses of Parliament. Luigi Levinson smiled. “Excited, kids?”

Oz and D. B. both nodded.

“We’ll get some breakfast at the hotel, then go exploring,” Oz’s father promised. “I think the folks at the Royal Opera have some kind of tour planned for us while your mother is in rehearsal.”

“I can’t wait to see the Crown Jewels!” said D. B. “Do you think we could go there first?”

Oz grunted. D. B. hadn’t shut up about the Crown Jewels since leaving Washington. “What’s so special about a bunch of jewelry?”

D. B. gaped at him. “Oz, this is hardly ‘a bunch of jewelry,’” she snapped, sounding much more like her usual self. She flipped open a guidebook and thrust it under his nose. “We’re talking crowns worn by centuries of kings and queens here. We’re talking diamonds and sapphires and rubies bigger than you-know-who.” She gave a significant nod toward the small lump nestled in Oz’s shirt pocket. “Plus, they’re kept in the Tower of London, where they used to chop people’s heads off.”

Oz shrugged. “I guess I wouldn’t mind seeing that,” he said grudgingly. Personally, he was looking forward to the James Bond walking tour. He’d read about it in one of his mother’s guidebooks. London was Agent 007’s home base.

Crown jewels, castles, walking tours—whatever they did, London was going to be great, Oz thought happily. After all, London was three thousand miles away from Washington, D.C., and Chester B. Arthur Elementary School. London was three thousand miles away from the sharks.

That’s what Oz called the bullies at his school—including Jordan Scott and Sherman “Tank” Wilson, a pair of sixth graders who lived to torment younger and weaker kids like himself. And now he’d left them far, far behind.

A whole week without sharks! Oz settled back into his seat with a smile. It was almost too good to be true.


CHAPTER 3
DAY ONE DECEMBER 23 0600 HOURS
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“I never want to see another herring as long as I live,” snarled Roquefort Dupont, poking his long, ugly snout over the edge of the wharf and heaving himself up onto its weather-beaten planks. In one of his filthy paws, the supreme leader of Washington, D.C.’s rat underworld—and recently elected Big Cheese of the Global Rodent Roundtable—clutched a makeshift leash. He yanked on it, dragging a scrawny, bedraggled mouse up onto the dock beside him. “Don’t you agree. Fumble?”

The mouse nodded listlessly. He looked miserable, and he reeked of fish. They both reeked of fish. They’d had nothing but herring to eat since a freak storm had blown them off course and the balloon on which they’d been traveling had crash-landed in the North Sea.

Dupont’s Parisian cousin. Brie de Sorbonne, leaped nimbly up beside them. “Moi aussi,” she said with a delicate shudder. “Au revoir to herring!” She looked back in distaste at the Norwegian fishing trawler anchored behind them, then glanced at a gleaming white cruise ship docked several wharves away. “Such a pity we weren’t picked up by one of zose,” she added ruefully. “Now, zat’s ze way to travel.”

“After that storm, we were lucky we got picked up at all,” grunted a broad-shouldered rat who was clambering onto the dock beside her. It was Stilton Piccadilly, head of London’s rat forces. Behind him, the other members of the Global Rodent Roundtable hauled themselves up the rope that tethered the fishing boat to the wharf in Oslo’s harbor. The rats huddled together in the chilly predawn air, their stomachs sending up a loud chorus of hungry rumbles.

Piccadilly was right. Without the Dagmar Elisabeth and her captain’s sharp eyes, the entire G.R.R. would be at the bottom of the sea right now instead of standing on a dock in Norway. Lucky for them, the trawler’s skipper had spotted their bright balloon afloat on the water and angled closer for a better look. He’d quickly recognized it as the replica of the Pilgrim ship Mayflower that had escaped from the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade in New York City. The fiasco had made headlines worldwide. Grappling the balloon up onto the deck, the captain had stored it away in the ship’s hold, intending to mail it back to its owner as soon as he reached port. The rats, hidden in the balloon’s deflated folds, had been stored along with it. They’d remained trapped aboard the Dagmar Elisabeth for weeks as the ship poked its way through Norway’s fjords and inlets, slowly filling her cargo bays with herring.

Brie caught sight of her reflection in the window of a nearby warehouse and shrieked. Her companions whirled around, fangs bared and claws at the ready.

“What! Where?” snarled Dupont, primed for a fight.

Brie covered her eyes with her paws and pointed wordlessly at the window with her tail. The other rats gasped as they, too, spotted themselves.

“I’m a walking skeleton!” cried Dupont, aghast. He poked his prominent ribs in dismay.

“Skin und bones, ja,” agreed Muenster Alexanderplatz. The big, black rat from Berlin, better known as Muenster the Monster, plucked sadly at his own gaunt hide.

It was true. The rats were an exceedingly skinny lot, thanks to the trawler’s all-herring-and-nothing-but-herring diet.

Gorgonzola, the senior rodent in the group, stepped forward. His belly, though still ample, no longer scraped the ground as he walked. “Food,” demanded the Italian rat, “pronto. Then home. For me, Roma!”

Everyone stared at Dupont expectantly. As Big Cheese, he was in charge of this sort of thing. Never one to miss an opportunity to pass the buck, however, Dupont swung around and glared at Ridder Stortinget. “This is your neighborhood, right? Where do we eat?”

The Norwegian rat jerked his snout away from the harbor. “My lair is close,” he replied. “Come, I show you.”

Stortinget scuttled away in the early morning darkness, and the herd of rats scuttled after him. Stilton Piccadilly, Brie, and Roquefort Dupont—still dragging the pitiful heap of fur that was Fumble—brought up the rear.

When they reached the subway station where the Norwegian rat had his headquarters, the G.R.R. quickly scattered in search of food and transportation home.

“In a few hours I will be in Paris,” gloated Brie. “A bubble bath first, and then fresh croissants, oui?” She gave a contented sigh and glanced over at Dupont. “Won’t you change your mind and come with me, mon cousin?”

“Some other time,” said Dupont. “I have to get back to D.C.” Roquefort Dupont was worried about his turf. He’d been gone for nearly a month now, and he was all too aware of what havoc his underlings could be wreaking in his absence. Gnaw, one of his senior aides-de-camp, had tried to take over once before, and Dupont wouldn’t put it past the one-eared slimeball to try again.

Brie leaned over and kissed both of Dupont’s furry cheeks. “Au revoir, zen,” she whispered silkily. “Until we meet again. Perhaps you will consider holding ze next Roundtable meeting in Paris? April would be très bien. Nothing is lovelier zan springtime in ze City of Lights.”

Tossing a wink at Stilton Piccadilly, who blushed an unattractive shade of crimson, Brie sashayed off into the subway station’s shadows. Dupont tugged on Fumble’s leash. “Let’s go.”

“Wait,” ordered Stilton Piccadilly.

Dupont halted. He eyed the British rat suspiciously. Piccadilly pointed to a bundle of newspapers. “Look,” he said.

The G.R.R.’s extended voyage to Europe had reaped them one benefit. Bored to distraction on the trawler, the rats had discovered a stack of international newspapers and finally allowed Dupont—with Fumble’s help—to teach them to read.

“The London Times, eh?” said Dupont, squinting at the masthead. He scanned the front page. “‘World-Famous Opera Star to Sing in London on Christmas Eve!’” he read aloud. His tail began to whip back and forth as he inspected the photo beneath the headline. “It’s her, isn’t it?”

Piccadilly nodded.

With his razor-sharp teeth, Dupont snipped the twine that bound the papers. He dragged the top copy into the shadows and nosed through the pages in search of the rest of the article. “‘Lavinia Levinson arrives in London today, accompanied by her family,’” Dupont muttered. Stilton Piccadilly read along over his shoulder. “‘The diva will sing a program of seasonal favorites at the Royal Opera House on Christmas Eve. An exclusive reception will follow. In attendance will be members of the royal family, along with a glittering gathering of film stars and other celebrities.’”

Dupont gave another sharp tug on Fumble’s leash. The mouse flinched. “Yessir?” he mumbled, rising onto his paws.

With all of his usual henchrodents far away in Washington, D.C., the Sewer Lord had needed a replacement underling to do his bidding. Fumble, a former employee of the Spy Mice Agency who had turned traitor, was it now. He served as Roquefort Dupont’s personal slave.

Dupont tapped the paper with his scaly tail. “What does that mean exactly, ‘accompanied by her family’?” he demanded. Fumble shrugged. “Husband and son.”

“You sure about that?”

“Oz is an only child,” explained the mouse. “If he weren’t traveling with them, the article would have just said ‘accompanied by her husband.’” He slumped back to the floor.

Dupont stared at the newspaper. Then he looked up. He gave Stilton Piccadilly a calculating stare.

“I know exactly what you’re thinking, Dupont,” growled the British rat. “I can read you like a book.”

Roquefort Dupont’s thin rat lips peeled back in a hideous smile. “I told you reading would come in handy,” he said smugly.

Piccadilly glared at him. “Listen, you pompous piece of sewer sludge. Let me make one thing absolutely clear. I don’t like you. Not one bit. In fact, I loathe you.”

“I can assure you that the feeling is mutual,” snarled Dupont. The two bull rats squared off, the hackles of fur around their grimy necks bristling in anger. “You despise me, yes,” Dupont continued, “but I suspect that, for once, you agree with me.”

Piccadilly was silent for a long moment. Then he nodded reluctantly.

“And you’ll help?” asked Dupont.

The British rodent eyed him. “What’s in it for me?”

Dupont gave a short bark of laughter. “Greedy beggar,” he said. “I might have guessed there’d be a price.” He paused, considering. “Second-in-command of the Global Rodent Roundtable,” he said finally.

“Deal,” snapped Stilton Piccadilly. He extended his hairless tail.

With a grimace of distaste, Dupont extended his own as well, and the two rats shook in a formal truce. Then Dupont jerked on the leash again, yanking Fumble onto his paws.

“Let’s get a move on,” he said. “Washington can wait. We’ve got some unfinished business to take care of in London.”


CHAPTER 4
DAY ONE DECEMBER 23 0800 HOURS[image: Image]


High atop a building overlooking the Thames, a shaft of weak winter sunlight nudged its way through a crack in the largest clock face in London. Most tourists would have been surprised to discover that this honor fell not to Big Ben, but rather to a clock farther downriver atop a building beside the Savoy Hotel. The feeble ray slipped in beside the enormous minute hand just as it swept the top of the hour, unfurling across the floor of the darkened cubbyhole hidden behind it. The sunbeam came to rest on a tightly curled ball of fur in the far corner.

Twist stirred in his sleep. The scraps of flannel in his nest were warm, and he burrowed more deeply into them, squinching his eyes tight against the encroaching daylight. He’d been out until very late last night, and he was still very tired.

“Rise and shine, mouselings!”

Reluctantly, Twist opened one eye. Master was calling, and when Master called, mouselings obeyed. He blinked sleepily, then stretched and yawned. All around him, in the nests lining the room’s remotest corner, other mouselings did the same.

“Morning chores first!”

Twist climbed obediently out of his nest. He tidied it quickly, gave his furry face a quick splash in the nearby basin (a gold-rimmed china egg cup), then shuffled over to help two other mouselings open the cubbyhole’s bank of windows.

The morning air was bracingly cold, but the rain had stopped, and the broad river below sparkled in the sunlight. Even at this early hour, barges and tourist boats plowed its murky waters, some furrowing their way downriver toward the Tower of London, others heading in the opposite direction toward Big Ben. Across the Thames stood the London Eye, the gigantic Ferris wheel that was one of the city’s newest landmarks. Twist regarded it curiously. What would it be like to ride the wheel up, up, up into the sky? he wondered.

“Finish up, mouselings, then gather round!”

Twist scurried to join the other mice as they completed their chores, taking his place alongside the rope that serviced the dumbwaiter. The sun was stronger now, and as it poured through the windows, it revealed the cubbyhole to be not a bleak, cheerless space, but something more along the lines of Ali Baba’s cave. The battered floorboards were layered thickly with bright oriental carpets; the walls were hung with lengths of rich silk brocade heavily fringed in gold. At one end of the room a cheery fire blazed behind an ornate brass grate. Beside the fireplace stood a handsome red-leather chair. In the chair sat the one the mouselings called Master.

Twist avoided looking at him. He focused instead on the task at hand, and on the mice nearby who were tidying Master’s grand bed, smoothing its linen sheets and fluffing its down coverlet and many pillows. Even after all these weeks, being in Master’s presence still inspired feelings of awe in Twist. Fear, too.
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