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            Prologue

         

         ‘OLD TOWN …’ SAID MOUSEBEARD, LEAPING OUT OF THE  small sailboat.
         

         Under cover of darkness, his black boots drove into the glistening sand, and the shock of the ground beneath him sent him tumbling down. A tired, foaming wave washed over his hands, soaking the end of his huge beard before returning to the sea. It was over a year since the curse preventing him from setting foot on land had been broken, but it was his first time back home.

         ‘ … It’s good to be back.’

         ‘Some memories here, eh?’ said Algernon, patting the pirate on the shoulder as he dropped from the boat.

         The two old friends stared at the dark recess of Smuggler’s Cove, cut into the cliffs like a fine knife wound.
         

         ‘Don’t mind us,’ said Emiline, throwing a heavy trunk out of the boat.

         Scratcher swung a thick cotton bag over his shoulder and jumped down.

         ‘You just stand there gawping while we sort this out,’ he said, pulling the boat on to the beach.

         Mousebeard stood up to help.

         ‘Once upon a time, he was scared of me,’ he said to Algernon.

         They dragged the boat behind a pile of fallen rocks littering the base of the cliffs, and hauled it over on to its side.

         ‘No one knows about this place any more,’ said Mousebeard. ‘It’s an old smuggler route, long forgotten.’

         He pointed to a tunnel disappearing into the cliff.

         ‘And through there is Old Town. There’s no going back now.’

         Algernon lit an oil lamp and held it aloft. The orange glow cast long shadows of his friends across the sand and rocks.

         ‘It’s time to put an end to Lovelock’s games,’ he said. ‘Let’s finish this.’
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            The World Mouse Exhibition

         
 
         THE USUAL STINKING, MOULDY WEATHER WAS NOWHERE to be seen over Old Town. The city was enduring a long, hot summer, and in the bright daylight the white marble Mousetrading Hall glowed like the heart of a flame. A crowd of people wearing top hats and elaborate feathered hairpieces cluttered its entrance, their tempers fraying under the heat. The pleasantries normally associated with the upper classes had vanished along with the mist and dampness, for everyone was desperate to enter the building. The World Mouse Exhibition was open.
         
 
         Never before had Old Town seen such excitement, not even in the Golden Age of Mousehunting. Tickets sold out the first morning they’d gone on sale, and queues stretched all the way from Merchants’ Square right up to the slums. Now the queues were back, the Exhibition was open, and anyone who was anyone was clamouring to get inside.
         
 
         ‘If you could come this way,’ said Mayor Gumpino, directing Isiah Lovelock through a small wood-panelled room.
 
         As the wealthiest mouse collector in Old Town, Lovelock had been key to securing the Biennial Exhibition for his city. It was his crowning achievement and a signal to the rest of the world that Old Town was once again a trading port to be reckoned with. As he walked forward, his tall, smart-suited figure was shown to be the exact opposite of the Mayor: Gumpino’s puffy red cheeks almost matched the colour of his ceremonial robes, and his strange rolling walk showed him up for being hideously overweight.
 
         The Mayor led Lovelock out on to a balcony that overlooked the imposing Grand Hall.
 
         ‘Magnificent!’ said Mayor Gumpino, throwing his arms wide. ‘Just look at this!’
 
          
         Lovelock could only agree that the view was impressive. Lines of mouse cages and glass cases filled the floor below, with hundreds of people milling about within the aisles. Wide beams of sunlight burst through the glass roof and lit up everyone as if they were walking outdoors. The Grand Hall was the centrepiece of the exhibition, with more specialised mouse exhibits in surrounding rooms: hundreds of mice from all over the world were gathered on display. There was something for everyone, from popular breeds such as the Shorthaired Singing Mouse, to rare species like the Mouse of Paradise.
 
         ‘Our efforts have certainly paid off,’ said Lovelock.
 
         ‘I still can’t believe you’re willing to leave all this!’ exclaimed the Mayor.
 
         ‘It’s time I saw the world,’ said Lovelock. ‘When the Exhibition closes in three days, so will my time in Old Town.’
 
         The Mayor shrugged and smiled.
 
         ‘If that’s what you want,’ he said. ‘After all, I’m more than happy to accept your mouse collection as a gift to the city.’
 
         ‘I guessed you would be,’ said Lovelock.
 
          
         The Mayor tangled his fingers into his golden ceremonial chain.
 
         ‘On a different note,’ he said, ‘I was hoping you might come with me to the Rare and Dangerous Mouse Exhibit? Mrs Fairweather of the International Mousing Federation has been checking the cages, and mentioned that she’d like to meet you. I wouldn’t want her causing more trouble – people are already annoyed at the delay in opening.’
 
         Lovelock sighed; he wasn’t a friend of the Federation. They’d paid too much attention to his Mouse Trading Centres in the past.
 
         ‘If I must,’ he said, raising an eyebrow.
 
         The Rare and Dangerous Mouse Exhibit was the best guarded of all the rooms. There were no windows – a necessity to prevent thieves breaking in – and each mouse was shielded within its own wooden cubicle. Many of the specimens had never been seen in public before: there were Toxic Scab Mice, Plague Mice, and even a highly venomous Nightshade Mouse – a carrier of a lethal poison that can slowly and horrifically kill a man within days. But the stars of the room, and even the whole exhibition, were the pair of Golden Mice. Their history had been writ large across every newspaper.
         
 
         Rescued from the clutches of Mousebeard, the mice were considered lucky to be alive, and they now sat in a richly decorated cage embellished with gold leaf. Their fur sparkled in the lamplight and their eyes were so wide as to make them seem like the most beautiful jewels in existence.
 
         The Mayor and Isiah Lovelock made the short walk downstairs and along a narrow corridor before reaching the exhibit. Mrs Fairweather, in her smart skirt and green jacket was slowly stepping from cage to cage as they walked past the security guards and into the room.
 
         ‘Everything appears to be pretty much in order,’ she said to the Mayor. She pushed back her shoulders and removed a pen from her jacket pocket before continuing to tick off a list of cage requirements. She peered into every corner of every cage, noting temperature and cleanliness and, most importantly, suitability for the animals within.
 
         ‘Pretty much?’ said the Mayor, toying with his fingers nervously. His precious mayoral chains rattled heavily around his neck as he approached her.
         
 
         ‘One slight fault in the Nosferatu Mouse display,’ she said seriously, peering at Lovelock through her half-moon glasses. ‘There’s a hairline crack at the base of a window. I’ve requested for it to be replaced.’
 
         ‘You’ve found only one fault?’ said Lovelock, in his smooth smoke-aged voice. ‘Are you losing your touch?’
 
         ‘Hmm,’ she replied, ‘I could find more …’
 
         Mayor Gumpino started to fret. He didn’t want to upset either of them, and as beads of sweat formed on his brow, he tried to defuse the situation.
 
         ‘Oh no! No, no,’ he said, smiling awkwardly. ‘That won’t be necessary!’
 
         ‘Good,’ she said firmly. ‘I was actually going to compliment you on the displays, Mr Lovelock. This is the finest Exhibition in decades.’
 
         ‘Thank you,’ said Lovelock, warily.
 
         ‘So we can open the room shortly, then,’ said the Mayor.
 
         ‘I don’t see why not,’ she replied, walking to the entrance. ‘I’ll be staying in the guest quarters at the Old Rodent’s Academy if you need anything more.’
 
          
         With a curt smile to the soldiers on guard, Mrs Fairweather left the room.
 
         ‘That went better than expected,’ said the Mayor.
 
         ‘Yes,’ grumbled Isiah Lovelock. ‘That wasn’t at all like someone from the Federation …’
 
         ‘Well, let’s not worry too much,’ said the Mayor. ‘We should be enjoying ourselves!’
 
         Lovelock glowered at the Mayor.
 
         ‘Aren’t you always enjoying yourself?’ he said.
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         Lady Beatrice Pettifogger was dressed in her finest garments. A particularly rare Silk Mouse fur scarf drooped lazily around her shoulders, and her hair was tied back in an elaborately held bun, which complemented her luxurious black dress perfectly.
 
         She glided around the Exhibition gracefully, nodding recognition to anybody who looked worthy. After a circuit of the Grand Hall, she passed through a set of doors and entered the Mice of Antiquity display. Two guards acknowledged her arrival, and she walked across to a cage containing a pair of No-tail Mice. Beside it stood a large man in a smart charcoal-grey suit. He had a strong jaw and dark eyes, and was standing slightly hunched with a cane in one hand.
         
 
         ‘Excuse me,’ said the man, catching her attention. ‘Lady Pettifogger?’
 
         ‘Yes?’ she said.
 
         ‘Count Otto …’ he replied.
 
         ‘Count Otto Calm!’ she exclaimed, suddenly realising who he was. ‘Thank you so much for the loan of your mice!’
 
         ‘It’s the least I can do,’ he said, tapping his cane gently on the floor. ‘No-tails are hard to come by in this modern world.’
 
         ‘You are very kind. Isiah Lovelock is so grateful.’
 
         ‘Then I’m doubly happy to have been of service. Am I right in thinking his collection is on display here?’
 
         ‘Oh yes!’ exclaimed Lady Pettifogger. ‘It occupies a room to itself upstairs. Everyone is excited about seeing it – as you probably know, it contains a few rare gems!’
 
         Count Otto looked thoughtful for a few seconds, then spoke.
 
         ‘May I be so bold as to ask for a guided tour?’
 
          
         ‘A tour?’ she said playfully.
 
         ‘I’m sure you can give me some insight?’ the Count replied. ‘It isn’t every day you meet a friend of the great man himself!’
 
         With an even bigger smile, Lady Pettifogger agreed.
 
         ‘But of course, it’s the least I can do. This way!’
 
         Lady Pettifogger directed the Count through the Grand Hall and on to a staircase, where she paused and held out her arm to aid him. He pushed his cane down firmly on each step, and soon they were on the first floor.
 
         ‘Lovelock’s collection is just through here,’ said Lady Pettifogger, taking him through some doors and along a corridor.
 
         While standing at the entrance to the next exhibition, Count Otto was handed a paper pamphlet by the guards.
 
         ‘That’s a list of all the mice in here,’ she said.
 
         The Count quickly scanned through the hundreds of names.
 
         ‘As you’ll see, it’s a well-rounded collection,’ she added, directing him inside.
 
         The wood-panelled room was lit by oil lamps and it had the air of something special, something secret. It was full of visitors, all bustling around, whispering in hushed tones.
         
 
         ‘It’s so popular,’ said the Count, eyeing the room.
 
         ‘Yes, isn’t it? Isiah Lovelock has exquisite taste.’
 
         ‘And I see by this list that there are even Long-eared Mice here.’
 
         ‘He came into possession of those before the laws stipulating non-transportation came into effect. We’ve made sure that there’s absolutely no chance of them coming into contact with sea water. But probably the draw of the room would be the incredibly rare Blackheart Mice …’
 
         ‘Blackhearts?!’ exclaimed the Count.
 
         ‘And with an amazing history, too,’ said Lady Pettifogger. ‘They once filled the beard of Mousebeard.’
 
         ‘The pirate?’ said Count Otto, a little shocked. ‘Really?’
 
         ‘Isiah Lovelock took custody of them when the pirate was captured and brought to Old Town for execution.’
 
         ‘But he escaped, didn’t he?’
 
         ‘Unfortunately, yes. But it looks like he’s nothing without his mice, as we haven’t heard much of him since. The last sighting was well over a year ago, near the Mural Isles.’
 
          
         Lady Pettifogger walked along the edge of the room, avoiding a group of smartly dressed visitors, and then stopped at a case covered in black cloth. The material was cut in two at its front like a pair of curtains.
 
         ‘Take a look at them for yourself …’
 
         The Count approached cautiously, bent down and pushed aside the cloth with great care. Inside was a cluster of tiny black mice, all alert and intrigued by the light now creeping into their cage.
 
         ‘As I thought,’ he said, ‘they are beautiful. Their fur is blacker than the night sky. If I remember correctly, their blood is rumoured to be black too.’
 
         ‘I can see that you’re well learned in mouselore,’ said Lady Pettifogger.
 
         Count Otto held up his hand and looked embarrassed.
 
         ‘I should come clean,’ he said. ‘I’ve always been intrigued by Blackheart Mice. There’s such a lot of folklore and mystery surrounding them.’
 
         ‘I suppose, the less we know, the more we make up,’ said Lady Pettifogger.
 
         ‘And us humans know very little, unfortunately,’ added the Count.
 
          
         Suddenly Lady Pettifogger threw up her arms.
 
         ‘I have an idea,’ she said. ‘I think Isiah Lovelock would be thrilled to meet you. Would you do me the honour of joining us for dinner tonight?’
 
         Count Otto looked a little humbled.
 
         ‘I couldn’t turn down an invitation like that, but are you sure?’ he said.
 
         ‘We’re holding a formal dinner this evening in celebration of the opening of the Exhibition – at the Gentlemen’s Club, just off Grandview. Many people of note will be joining us, and one more, especially a nobleman of your good breeding, would not make any difference.’
 
         ‘If you’re certain, then I’d be honoured to attend,’ said the Count.
 
         Lady Pettifogger looked delighted.
 
         ‘Drinks at seven, then,’ she said.
 
         Count Otto smiled graciously.
 
         ‘Good. Now you mustn’t miss the Snuff Mice,’ said Lady Pettifogger, walking around to another cage. ‘They are one of my favourites, and they don’t smell at all!’
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         ‘With one press of this button …’ said the world famous Mousehunter, Isla Halberd, as she addressed the theatre.
 
         The lid of a tiny metal box popped open and a strange aroma crept into the air. The audience fell silent, their eyes locked to the Mousehunter. The lights in the hall dimmed, and suddenly an ankle-high ginger mouse bounded down through the aisles. Everyone gasped, and their eyes switched to this small creature rushing towards the stage.
 
         ‘The Leaping Mouse!’ said Isla, bracing herself.
 
         The mouse jumped on to the stage and darted towards the metal box. Isla flicked back her long brown hair and rolled forwards, her outstretched arms catching the creature easily.
 
         ‘And it was with a move just like that,’ she said, calming the mouse before holding it aloft, ‘that I caught the first Leaping Mouse on Fallon Island!’
 
         The audience rose to their feet and erupted into cheers and applause as Isla bowed graciously. As the noise died down, she opened a large padded mousebox and placed the mouse inside.
 
         ‘You’ve been a delight!’ she said, and in just a few seconds, soldiers arrived at her side and ushered her through and out into the relative obscurity of the busy Grand Hall.
         
 
         ‘Thanks,’ she said, breathing deeply. ‘I was worried they might mob me.’
 
         Isla’s heartbeat returned to normal, and as she tightened her waxed jacket and pulled up her long leather boots, someone caught her eye and waved.
 
         ‘Ahh! Hello!’ said Lady Pettifogger, rushing over to greet her. ‘I’d hoped to see you in person to thank you for all your help on Hamlyn. It must be almost a year now.’
 
         ‘My pleasure,’ said Isla. ‘If the pay’s right, I’ll catch any mouse, no questions asked.’
 
         ‘Well, it was an unfortunate incident that had to be dealt with sensitively.’
 
         ‘Sure,’ said Isla. ‘You don’t have to explain yourself.’
 
         She nodded knowingly, and took her leave.
 
         ‘Don’t think me rude,’ she said, ‘but I must make a move. I have a hunt to prepare for and we sail in just a few days.’
 
         ‘Oh, I fully understand,’ replied Lady Pettifogger. ‘Perhaps I’ll see you after your presentation tomorrow?’
 
          
         ‘I hope so,’ she replied.
 
         Isla Halberd walked away and through the Grand Hall, navigating the crowds as nimbly as she could. A few looks of recognition were cast at her as she left through the main doors, but she ignored them and carried on into Merchants’ Square. Filled with dance troupes, brass bands and countless stalls, the Square was noisy, vibrant, and exciting beyond belief.
 
         She strolled to the thin cobbled road that ran around its edge and whistled for a carriage. Within seconds, a horse-drawn cab pulled out and drew up alongside her. The driver was a short, smartly dressed man, who proceeded to jump down, push his glasses back on to his nose and open the carriage door.
 
         ‘Where to, miss?’ he asked.
 
         ‘The East side,’ she replied, stepping into the cab.
 
         The seats were made of shiny black leather, and she leaned back contented and exhausted.
 
         ‘Very good,’ said the driver, closing the door.
 
         Isla looked back to the man, and suddenly realised he was fiddling with the handle. She leant across to the window to try and pull it down, but it was sealed firm, and after trying to push open the door, found it wouldn’t budge. He’d locked her inside.
         
 
         ‘Funny,’ she growled, banging the roof. ‘Very funny.’
 
         The man disappeared from view and, without warning, the cab lurched forward with a noisy clip-clop of hoofs.
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            The Long-eared Mouse
            

            THE LONG-EARED MOUSE IS A PLACID AND SEEMINGLY HARMLESS MOUSE, which is the bane of the seafaring mouse collector. Upon contact with salt water it violently mutates into a foul and unstoppable sea monster – the Grak. Sailors only ever see the Grak once as they unfortunately never live to tell the tale.
            
 
             
 
            MOUSING NOTES
            

             

            As there are laws in place banning the transportation of these mice across seas, they are incredibly hard to find in a collection anywhere other than on islands in the Dragon Peninsular.
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            The Slums

         
 
         ON THE WESTERN SIDE OF THE CITY, FLANKED BY THE Grunting River, sat the festering slums of Old Town. Narrow alleys wound through a mess of rundown buildings and warehouses, the paths and pavements cluttered with the homeless and dispossessed. On a good day, the slums merely stank. On a bad day, the smell would grow to such proportions that it flooded into the rest of Old Town and choked its inhabitants. On days like those there was no way people could turn a blind eye to the place and forget that it existed.
         
 
         The slums were a hotbed of disease and crime. There was no clean water: the river was well-known to carry illness, and open sewers trickled alongside the streets contaminating anything and everything. It was easy to avoid the slums, and most people did apart from the poor and destitute. You could easily get lost within its domain and never escape – at least not with your money or possibly your life.
         
 
         The horse-drawn carriage slowed as it turned on to the muddy road leading to the slums. Isla Halberd stared through the window, watching the destitute inhabitants look towards the carriage in shock at the sight of such a well-kept vehicle. The road was largely clear of junk, but broken timbers and bits of wall leant ominously inwards, looming overhead like giant tombstones. Puddles littered the potholed road, and the carriage juddered and rattled as it approached Cutthroat Alley. A group of vagrants sneered through the window, but Isla sat back and tried to ignore them.
 
         The carriage drew to a halt under an archway created by a fallen building, and Isla heard the driver drop to the ground. After a few moments his face appeared at the door.
 
         ‘Let me out,’ she cried, her anger building by the second.
 
          
         The driver lifted his hand to placate her, before shooing away some beggars who’d come pleading for money. The door clicked, swung open, and with the blood boiling in her veins, Isla leapt at the man. He fell back on to the hard floor, and she clutched his neck in her fingers.
 
         ‘I could kill you right here,’ she snarled. ‘Who are you?’
 
         Despite her aggression, the man seemed calm. He scrunched up his nose to lift his glasses over his eyes, and his identity became clear. Isla released her grip. She remembered his face.
 
         ‘You’ll have to forgive the kidnap,’ he said, ‘but we had little choice.’
 
         ‘Algernon Mountjack?’ said Isla. ‘Innkeeper of the Giant’s Reach?!’
 
         ‘Amongst other things …’ he said.
 
         Isla got up slowly and pulled Algernon to his feet, dusting down his jacket for him.
 
         ‘I wanted to punch you!’
 
         ‘If only you were the first person to say that to me,’ he replied with a chuckle, righting his glasses. ‘Please go in.’
 
         Algernon held out his hand and pointed to a very good example of a derelict house. It was one of a number of wooden buildings in the area, their fronts smoke-stained and rotting from neglect. The windows were cracked, if not wholly missing, and their doors hung limply from their hinges.
         
 
         ‘In there?’ said Isla. ‘Are you sure?’
 
         ‘Yes, yes. It was the only one in the area with a key,’ he replied hastily.
 
         Isla looked distinctly unimpressed. She walked to the door and found it was unlocked. With a tug, it popped from the door frame and swung down as though it might fall from its hinges the next time anyone opened it. A waft of stale, rotten air hit her in the face.
 
         ‘If you think that’s bad, you should smell a Dung Mouse pen,’ said Algernon, tying up the horses.
 
         Isla coughed, and walked up the narrow, crooked staircase. Sodden clumps of hay and sawdust were strewn all around, soaking up a deep red liquid that looked a lot like blood. At the top of the stairs was another door, and Isla went in.
 
         The room was stuffy and gloomy, and ran the length of the building, with bare wooden floorboards stretching from wall to wall. At the far end, in front of a blacked-out window, Isla could see the darkened forms of three people, one much larger than the others.
         
 
         ‘I’d hoped to see you,’ said a deep booming voice.
 
         ‘Mousebeard?’ said Isla. ‘You’re here?’
         
 
         She walked further into the room as a lamp sparked up in the corner, spreading light all round.
 
         ‘Don’t you know it’s daytime out there?’ she said.
 
         Isla stopped suddenly: the man who’d spoken, and who was now heading towards her, looked nothing like Mousebeard. He was smartly dressed, held a cane in his massive hands and was cleanly shaved.
 
         ‘I had to take some drastic measures to get here,’ said Mousebeard. ‘Call me Count Otto Calm from now on.’
 
         He tucked his cane under his arm, and held out his hand to shake Isla’s.
 
         ‘But your beard?’ she said.
 
         ‘Very much gone,’ he replied.
 
         Isla felt a strange sensation on her leg and looked down to see a Grey Mouse scurry up over her jacket and on to her shoulder. It sniffed her, and ran up on to her head.
 
         ‘Portly!’ exclaimed Emiline, rushing over to catch him.
 
          
         ‘It’s OK,’ said Isla.
 
         She removed the mouse from her head and noticed half its tail was missing.
 
         ‘Been in a few scrapes?’ she asked.
 
         ‘He’s not scared of anyone, that’s the problem,’ replied Emiline as she took hold of her pet mouse. She was thrilled to have met Isla Halberd, and she wished her mouse would show more respect.
 
         ‘This is Emiline,’ said Mousebeard. ‘One of my Mousekeepers. And that’s Scratcher, another.’
 
         Mousebeard pointed to the boy seated at the window.
 
         Scratcher rose to his feet, and just as he was about to say hello, Algernon finally walked in.
 
         ‘So everything is in good shape?’ said Algernon.
 
         ‘Almost everything is going to plan …’ said Mousebeard.
 
         ‘Right,’ said Isla, interrupting them. ‘Stop right there. I got your message almost a year ago, but I’d pretty much forgotten about it. You’re going to have to fill me in fully …’
 
         Mousebeard laughed.
 
         ‘Take a seat,’ he said, pointing to a crooked wooden stool. ‘There’s a lot to explain.’
 
          
         ‘I take it you heard about the execution and the Golden Mice?’ said Algernon.
 
         ‘Despite being on the other side of the world, news like that gets around,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry I wasn’t here to help.’
 
         ‘You wouldn’t be much of a Mousehunter if you never left Old Town,’ said Mousebeard.
 
         ‘True,’ she replied. ‘But why did you steal the Golden Mice? You must have known it would bring you trouble?’
 
         ‘Ah, now,’ said Algernon. ‘This is where you find the official version of events differs from the real one.’
 
         ‘Right,’ said Isla. ‘I should have known.’
 
         ‘Lovelock set us up,’ said Mousebeard. ‘He used us as scapegoats to make it look like he’d rescued the Golden Mice. All you need know is that while the mice have been in his care, he’s been secretly breeding them and farming their gold fur. With the gold he’s harvested, he’s managed to make Old Town wealthy again.’
         
 
         ‘Are you serious?’ she said. ‘He’d need to have reared them on an industrial scale to make it worthwhile.’
 
         ‘The Mouse Trading Centres are the key to it all,’ said Mousebeard. ‘And you know how quickly mice can breed.’
 
         ‘But they also crossed the Golden Mice with different breeds to create larger hybrids,’ said Emiline.
         
 
         ‘Hybrids?’ said Isla. ‘This is all getting beyond me now.’
 
         ‘Drewshank saw a really nasty one on Hamlyn,’ said Scratcher, ‘with fangs and everything.’
 
         ‘Sorry,’ said Isla. ‘You mean Devlin Drewshank?’
 
         ‘The one and only,’ said Mousebeard.
 
         ‘It’s been years since I last saw him,’ she said, grinning. ‘Has he sat on any Spiny Rock Mice of late?’
         
 
         ‘Drewshank’s now a good friend,’ said Mousebeard. ‘He’ll be with us soon enough.’
 
         ‘He’s coming here?’ said Isla.
 
         ‘To help finish Lovelock and his empire once and for all.’
 
         ‘You’re going to start a fight with Lovelock here?’ exclaimed Isla. ‘In Old Town? The Guard will outnumber you a thousand to one!’
         
 
         ‘Maybe,’ said Mousebeard. ‘Maybe not.’
 
         ‘Really?’ said Isla. ‘Do explain.’
 
         ‘On the final day of the Exhibition there is to be a ceremony, and the stolen Golden Mice will finally be returned to their rightful owners …’
 
         ‘The Illyrians,’ said Isla. ‘Yes, I know. And the Illyrians hate your guts more than Lovelock.’
         
 
         ‘But we have a secret weapon on our side,’ he said.
 
         Isla looked puzzled, and glanced at Algernon before turning back to Mousebeard.
 
         ‘You do?’
 
         ‘An Illyrian Prince …’
 
         ‘We made friends with Indigo on Hamlyn,’ said Emiline. ‘He’s a real prince.’
 
         ‘Oh, good,’ said Isla, not fully convinced.
 
         ‘But first we need to get him back to the Illyrians,’ said Mousebeard, ‘to explain everything to them.’
 
         Isla shook her head.
 
         ‘And there was me thinking this was going to be easy.’
 
         ‘Once we know that the Illyrians have made port,’ said Mousebeard, ‘Drewshank will see to it that Indigo reaches their king, his father.’
 
         ‘Drewshank’s up to the job?’ said Isla, looking dismally unsure.
 
         ‘The man has hidden depths,’ said Mousebeard.
 
         ‘Very well hidden,’ she replied.
 
         ‘Look,’ said Algernon. ‘This isn’t helping. The plans are in place. We convince the Illyrians to help us, then we go for Lovelock – disgrace him as openly as possible at the ceremony.’
         
  
         ‘It sounds risky,’ said Isla.
 
         ‘So you won’t help?’ asked Mousebeard.
 
         ‘Oh no, of course I’ll help,’ she replied emphatically. ‘I owe you my life.’
 
         From her belt, Isla withdrew a Mothma Mousebone Dagger. It was exactly the same kind that Mousebeard gave to all of his friends and spies. Mousebeard concealed a sigh of relief.
 
         ‘What are you up to tonight?’ he said.
 
         ‘Excuse me?’ said Isla, laughing. ‘Are you asking me out?’
 
         ‘No, not quite,’ he replied. ‘I was wondering if you’d be up for a spot of burglary?’
 
         ‘Burglary?’ said Isla. ‘I’m a Mousehunter, not a thief!’
 
         ‘There aren’t that many differences between the professions,’ said Algernon.
 
         Algernon’s view was met with stony silence.
 
         ‘So are you free?’ asked Mousebeard.
 
         ‘As it happens, I am,’ said Isla.
 
         ‘Wonderful!’ exclaimed Mousebeard, clapping his hands. ‘I need to reclaim my mice from the Exhibition.’
         
 
         ‘They’re that important? You can’t just get them once it’s over?’
 
         ‘They are. I’d get them myself but I now have an important dinner to attend.’
 
         ‘Fine,’ said Isla. ‘I’ll get them for you.’
 
         ‘And I want you to take the Mousekeepers with you,’ added Mousebeard. ‘They’ll help you.’
 
         Isla looked at Emiline and Scratcher in dismay.
 
         ‘I’m no childminder,’ she said.
 
         ‘Hey, excuse us!’ said Scratcher.
 
         ‘Give them a chance,’ said Mousebeard.
 
         Isla glanced again at Emiline and received a very stern look.
 
         ‘If you think it’s wise, then they can come.’
 
         ‘Good,’ said Mousebeard. ‘I’d trust them with my life.’
 
         ‘Well then,’ said Isla, ‘I shall too.’
 
         ‘Right,’ said Algernon. ‘Now that’s settled, I’ll drop you off home. I’m sure you could do with a rest.’
 
         Isla thanked him.
 
         ‘That would be terrific,’ she said. ‘I might even survive the slums that way.’
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            The Nester Mouse
            

            THE NESTER MOUSE CAN BE FOUND IN THE DECIDUOUS FORESTS OF  Crowl, where it lives high among the treetops. It is a nocturnal creature, notable for its ability to make nests from a combination of leaves and its gloopy, glue-like spit.
            

            These mice are very hard to find, and little is really known about them. Most sightings state that they are shy creatures, easily frightened by human contact. A research programme is currently under way, sponsored by The Mousehunter’s Almanac, which hopes to learn more about this special mouse.
            

             

            MOUSING NOTES 
            

             

            Law states that Nester Mice mustn’t be disturbed in their habitat, and although the International Mousing Federation hasn’t declared the species to be endangered, it requests that they should not be kept in collections until they’re better understood. 
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            Consorting with the Enemy

         
 
         A WARM EVENING WAS SETTLING IN OVER GRANDVIEW, and Mousebeard walked up to the door of the Old Town Gentlemen’s Club. A doorman welcomed him and asked his name.
         
 
         ‘Count Otto Calm,’ he replied, perfectly composed. ‘Lady Pettifogger is expecting me.’
 
         ‘Ah yes,’ said the man. He opened the door and a welcoming glow of oil lamps flooded out. ‘Please do go in.’
 
         Mousebeard entered the hallway to find that it was filled with people. All the guests were dressed in their finest attire, and wine and conversation were flowing freely. The Master of Ceremonies called out: ‘Count Otto Calm!’
 
          
         Everyone turned to look, and Mousebeard felt a shiver of excitement that could easily have been mistaken for nerves. He inclined his head in acknowledgement, and walked through. His attention focused on a table covered in wine glasses and silver trays displaying frosted Bonbon Mice, his favourite type of sweet.
 
         ‘Count Otto!’ exclaimed Lady Pettifogger, who skipped down the long flight of stairs. ‘I’m so pleased you could make it!’
 
         Mousebeard took a glass of wine and turned to greet her. She was dressed in a navy-blue dress, and around her neck lounged a particularly fine, sleepy Puff-tailed Mouse – its puff the size of a cannonball.
 
         ‘Thank you for inviting me,’ he said. ‘I’ve long wanted to visit this wonderful establishment.’
 
         He gazed around at the panelled walls and smoke- stained paintings that hung on them.
 
         ‘So many famous names and faces on the walls,’ he said.
 
         ‘You won’t find a finer selection anywhere!’ she replied. ‘May I introduce you to a few famous names who are with us this evening?’
 
         Lady Pettifogger took him by the arm and led him over to a group of people who were all deep in debate.
         
 
         ‘Please excuse me,’ she said, ‘let me present Count Otto Calm.’
 
         The men and women stopped talking and turned to Mousebeard. Lady Pettifogger introduced them in turn and Mousebeard nodded politely at each.
 
         ‘Ah yes!’ said Mayor Gumpino, who quickly finished off a large glass of wine, which immediately brought red to his cheeks. ‘You’ve already been discussed!’
 
         ‘I have?’ said Mousebeard.
 
         ‘We were all in agreement that the No-tail Mice were one of the highlights of the Exhibition!’
 
         ‘Thank you,’ said Mousebeard. ‘That’s high praise indeed, but it’s a breed which looks after itself.’
 
         ‘I told you he was modest!’ said Pettifogger.
 
         General Mordiford, standing next to the Mayor, was looking at Mousebeard, noting every detail about him. With his stiff military attire pressed and creased to perfection, he looked the complete soldier.
 
         ‘Humility usually hides strength,’ he said. ‘I’m General Mordiford. Where are you from, Count?’
 
         ‘North Midena,’ replied Mousebeard. ‘I dabble in breeding mice, and collecting. I used to hunt, but I find it’s a young person’s game.’
         
 
         ‘Quite,’ said the General.
 
         Suddenly a gong chimed at the top of the stairs.
 
         ‘Dinner is served!’ said Gumpino. ‘And not a moment too soon!’
 
         Mousebeard stood still as the Mayor and his entourage walked past him and took the first steps up the stairs.
 
         Lady Pettifogger leaned towards Mousebeard’s ear.
 
         ‘He does like his food,’ she whispered.
 
         ‘We all have our vices,’ he replied wisely.
 
         ‘We do?’ said Pettifogger, her eyes clamped to Mousebeard’s.
 
         Once the initial rush to the stairs had died down, Pettifogger motioned for them to make a move. On the first floor, a set of double doors was wide open, revealing a long dining room with a table running its whole length. The table was smothered with fine silver dinnerware and candelabras rising to great heights. All the guests were taking their places, and Pettifogger pointed towards the back of the room. Three empty seats remained.
 
         ‘I’ve taken the liberty of placing you next to Isiah Lovelock and me,’ she said. ‘Isiah is at the head of the table. Unfortunately, another guest, Lord Battersby, is unable to be here tonight, which is why we have a spare seat for you.’
         
 
         Mousebeard knew the truth about Lord Battersby. He’d been killed on the lost Isle of Norgammon, overcome with Methuselah mice, but it was essential to his plans that it remained a secret to Old Town for as long as possible.
 
         ‘That’s sad news,’ said Mousebeard, calming himself. ‘It’s to my benefit, however. I hope it’s not for any serious reason?’
 
         ‘Oh no,’ said Pettifogger. ‘Lord Battersby’s off gallivanting around the globe with the Old Town Guard Expeditionary Force. He’ll return soon, and when he does I have no doubt that he’d like to meet you.’
 
         Mousebeard walked into the room and proceeded to the end of the table. He looked at everyone as he passed, before standing behind his seat next to Lady Pettifogger. Suddenly, the room fell into a hushed silence.
 
         ‘My Lord, ladies and gentlemen …’ boomed the master of ceremonies, ‘your host, Isiah Lovelock!’
 
          
         A round of clapping sparked a series of cheers as Lovelock appeared at the door. He made a slight bow of appreciation, and walked in. Lady Pettifogger held out her hands and welcomed him to his seat. He sat down and his guests followed suit. At that moment his cold eyes caught sight of Mousebeard.
 
         ‘I don’t believe we’ve met,’ said Lovelock, raising an eyebrow.
 
         Mousebeard felt his rage growing. The last time they’d been this close he’d been standing with a noose around his neck at Pirate’s Wharf. However, he managed to maintain his calm exterior befitting of his new name.
 
         ‘May I present Count Otto Calm,’ said Lady Pettifogger.
 
         ‘How do you do?’ said Mousebeard, half standing.
 
         Lovelock inclined his head in polite welcome.
 
         ‘Have we met before?’ he asked. ‘You seem familiar?’
 
         ‘I don’t believe I’ve had the honour,’ said Mousebeard, his cheeks warming slightly with the lie.
 
         ‘Well, I meet so many people,’ said Lovelock, ‘I find it hard to remember these things. Your assistance with the Exhibition was very helpful.’
 
         Mousebeard smiled, his jaw clenching at the effort of remaining calm and polite before his enemy.
         
 
         ‘Please,’ he said, ‘it was truly nothing.’
 
         Lovelock turned to the table.
 
         ‘Let us begin!’ he announced.
 
         After a moment’s excitement while waiters passed food around the table, Lady Pettifogger spoke again.
 
         ‘The Count knows a great deal about Blackheart Mice,’ she said.
 
         ‘Really?’ replied Lovelock. ‘I didn’t think anybody knew much about Blackheart Mice.’
         
 
         Mousebeard realised that showing an interest in them had been a mistake. Now wasn’t the time to be caught out, but he had to play along.
 
         ‘I’m captivated by their beautiful black fur,’ he said, ‘and their history, of course.’
 
         Lovelock nodded, eating a small mouthful of the steaming fish dish that was in front of him.
 
         ‘They’re now one of the rarest breeds in the world,’ he said finally. ‘It’s claimed in some quarters that they’re the embodiment of pure evil. That the devil eats their black hearts so to remain immortal. How do you feel about that view, Count?’
 
          
         ‘Evil is a strange word,’ he replied. ‘Especially if used when describing a mouse.’
 
         ‘There are evil mice in this world, Count Otto,’ Lovelock said. ‘Consider the Nosferatu Mouse, or the Poisonous Shrimp Mouse.’
         
 
         ‘Animals live to survive, they are not good or bad,’ replied Mousebeard.
 
         ‘Maybe there is some truth in that,’ said Lovelock. ‘Either way, we have some vile creatures at the Exhibition.’
 
         ‘I have to agree there,’ said Lady Pettifogger.
 
         Mousebeard smiled, and took a small bite of food. He was unused to such rich, plentiful fare after so many years at sea.
 
         ‘It’s such an honour to provide my mice for your Exhibition,’ he said, changing the subject.
 
         ‘Originally we were to have No-tails from a collector in the South,’ said Lovelock, ‘but his specimens went down in a storm off the coast. It was a terrible shame. It was Beatrice’s bright idea to place an advert in the Mousing Times.’
         
 
         ‘The Mousing Times goes from strength to strength these days,’ said Mousebeard. ‘It does wonders for keeping our community in touch.’
         
 
          
         ‘And they’re producing a special edition specifically for the Closing Ceremony,’ said Lady Pettifogger, brightly. ‘I’ve helped them prepare a feature all about the journey the Golden Mice have been on – and their plight out in the wilderness of Illyria.’
 
         ‘The Illyrians will be desperate to get their beautiful mice back, I imagine,’ said Mousebeard.
 
         ‘Their diplomats have made quite a song and dance of it all,’ said Lovelock. ‘But we’re lucky that they’ve allowed us to hold on to the mice for long enough to have them as the centrepiece of the Exhibition.’
 
         ‘It’s quite unbelievable really,’ said Mousebeard.
 
         ‘It is. The Illyrians will arrive in force early tomorrow morning, so I’ve been told.’
 
         ‘In force?’ said Mousebeard.
 
         ‘Nothing to chance … you know the type I’m sure. I doubt they’d risk another attack by that infernal pirate Mousebeard.’
 
         ‘And the Closing Ceremony,’ said Mousebeard. ‘I suppose it’s too late to secure tickets for that?’
 
         ‘Very much so,’ said Lovelock. ‘But I’m sure I could pull a few strings and try to get you in.’
 
          
         ‘You could do that?’ said Mousebeard.
 
         ‘Isiah can do anything,’ said Lady Pettifogger.
 
         Suddenly a wine glass was struck so it rang out like a bell, and the room fell quiet. Isiah Lovelock stood up to speak to the whole party.
 
         ‘I’d simply like to say a few words of thanks to you all,’ he said. ‘The Exhibition is under way, and proving incredibly successful. But I have a more personal reason for standing here. After the doors of the Exhibition close, I shall be leaving Old Town for good.’
 
         Everyone gasped in shock.
 
         ‘I wish to see the world before I grow too old, and so I’m passing on the control of The Mousehunter’s Almanac and my Trading Centres to the very able Lady Pettifogger.’
         
 
         Mousebeard looked across at Lady Pettifogger to see her face glowing with pride. The news had taken him totally by surprise, but it revealed one thing to him, that Isiah’s curse had also been broken.
 
         ‘And so,’ continued Lovelock, ‘as a gift to Old Town, I will be donating my mouse collection to the city.’
 
         The room erupted into cheers, and Lovelock returned to his seat as a toast was pledged to his good health.
 
          
         ‘Quite an announcement!’ said Mousebeard to Lovelock. ‘I’m only pleased I got to meet you when I did.’
 
         ‘Likewise,’ said Lovelock, who looked at him closely once more.
 
         ‘Are you sure we haven’t met before?’ he said.
 
         ‘I’m certain of it …’ Mousebeard replied.
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            The Neon Night Mouse
            
 
            A MUCH SOUGHT-AFTER AND INCREDIBLY RARE CREATURE, THE NEON Night Mouse has long been a dream catch for any Mousehunter. A nocturnal animal that lives in burrows underground, the Neon Night Mouse has dark fur that emits a bright blue glow. It uses this otherworldly attribute to light its path as it travels through the earth. Although the origin of this glow has been the subject of much speculation, it is now thought that the mouse’s fur is home to a harmless luminescent bacteria. It is a symbiosis that proves beneficial to both species.
            
 
             
 
            MOUSING NOTES 
            

             

            Unlike most rare mice, this animal is not thought to be endangered. Rather, the difficulty in finding it is more down to its underground existence, and therefore it’s quite acceptable to keep these mice in collections.
            

         
 
         
         
 
         
 
         THE WORLD MOUSE EXHIBITION
         
 
         OPENING TIMES: 10AM - 5PM
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            Breaking and Entering

         

         ISLA HALBERD STEPPED INTO THE CARRIAGE OUTSIDE HER house and sat down, with her long scarf wrapped twice around the lower half of her face, concealing her mouth and nose. At her belt hung the mousehunting equipment – ropes, hooks and tools rested on the seat alongside her, splayed out like a grass skirt. Once the door was closed behind her, the carriage started away.
         

         ‘Evening,’ she said, looking at Emiline and Scratcher on the opposite seat.

         Emiline maintained a stern expression, and Scratcher was none too cheery.

         ‘Look,’ said Isla. ‘I’m sorry. If Mousebeard trusts you then so do I. But just be aware that I’m in charge here. Don’t go running off, crying, wailing, or whatever it is kids do.’
         

         ‘We don’t cry or wail,’ said Emiline seriously.

         ‘You don’t?’

         ‘No,’ said Scratcher.

         ‘Well, that’s good,’ said Isla. ‘So what’s the plan?’

         ‘We thought you were the one with the plan,’ said Scratcher. ‘You being the adult and all.’
         

         ‘I see,’ said Isla, smiling.

         ‘All we’ve got is this map that Mousebeard gave us,’ said Emiline. She opened her bag and took out a pamphlet from the Exhibition. When folded out, it revealed all the different rooms inside the Mousetrading Hall. There was a mark drawn over the room where Isiah Lovelock’s Collection and the Blackheart Mice were.

         ‘You have to get us in,’ said Emiline, ‘and we’ll do the rest.’

         ‘Right,’ said Isla. She was already warming to them. ‘Exhibition security is going to be the tricky part, but the streets are busy, so we should be able to blend in well enough to make our escape. We’ll take the back route in, I think …’

         
         Algernon banged on the roof.

         ‘Almost there!’ he shouted.

         Emiline peered through the window and saw the dormant fountains of Merchants’ Square in the distance. Tall oil lamps lit the road ahead, and Algernon slowed the cart to a stop. Isla clambered out and stood next to the carriage.

         ‘Be careful,’ said Algernon. ‘We don’t want to blow our cover. Emiline? Scratcher?’

         The two Mousekeepers walked alongside.

         ‘Listen to Isla, and get back in one piece. I won’t rest until I know you’re back.’

         ‘Alright!’ said Scratcher wearily.

         ‘Good.’

         Algernon saluted and cracked the reins, and within seconds the horses had turned and the cart was heading back up the road. Isla, Emiline and Scratcher stood together, staring at the lamplit glow of Merchants’ Square. It was still busy, and people wandered back and forth taking in the atmosphere. Small groups of soldiers marched around the perimeter, and Emiline could see a collection of them guarding the main entrance to the Hall.

         
         ‘You ready?’ said Isla.

         ‘As ready as a Road Mouse with a knapsack,’ said Emiline.

         They followed a narrow street that ran beside the Square and skirted the shop fronts, avoiding gutters and piles of mouse droppings while dodging any passers-by. After the first day of the Exhibition spirits were high, and rowdy singing could be heard drifting from street to street. Isla stopped suddenly and pointed to a lively-looking inn.

         ‘This way!’ she said. ‘Keep close.’

         Emiline looked at Scratcher, who shrugged, and they walked in. Tables were piled on top of each other out of the way, and people were dancing, or rather swinging each other around by their arms in sozzled abandonment. A violinist was screeching away drunkenly, playing a well-known tune, and everyone was oblivious to the newcomers.

         Isla waved at the innkeeper, a tall, heavily moustached man, and he smiled while thumbing to a far door.

         ‘What’s through there?’ asked Emiline, clutching Portly safely on her shoulder.

         
         ‘You’ll see,’ Isla replied.

         The door led back outside into a deserted alleyway.

         ‘It helps to know a few shortcuts,’ she said. At the end of the alley, on the other side of a wide street was the huge Mousetrading Hall. ‘And there you go.’

         ‘It’s not as nice from the back, is it?’ said Emiline, noticing how dark and dirty its walls were.

         ‘And not as well guarded, I hope,’ said Isla.

         She ran to the end of the alley and stopped to look for guards. The way was momentarily clear, and as Scratcher and Emiline caught up with her, they all dashed across the street and hid in the recess of a barricaded doorway.

         ‘Wait here for a second,’ said Isla.

         She walked along the building, looking into every window. At one point a group of soldiers marched past, causing her to stop and smile sweetly. It seemed to do the trick, and they carried on into the distance without cause for concern. Once she’d found the perfect window, hidden in shadows, she whistled for the Mousekeepers to join her.

         ‘This is our way in,’ she said, pushing her face against the windowpane, and taking a thin metal bar from her belt. There was a hook on its end, more often used for gripping irritable mice around the neck than breaking and entering. But to be a Mousehunter was to be resourceful.
         

         She slid the hook into the slight gap between the window and frame, and pushed down with all her strength to try to lever it open. It didn’t budge.

         ‘It’s sealed firm,’ said Scratcher.

         ‘Tell me something I don’t know!’ said Isla. ‘Famous Mousehunter turns cat burglar … I can see the headlines now!’

         ‘There’s a lock,’ said Emiline, pointing to a small block at the bottom of the window.

         ‘And?’ said Isla.

         ‘Well, we need to unlock it.’

         Isla looked thoughtfully at the window then spoke.

         ‘Oh look, just close your ears,’ she said, and promptly elbowed the base of the window, causing the pane to smash and collapse inwards.

         Scratcher looked mad.

         ‘Isla!’ he whispered angrily. ‘You’ll get us all caught!’

         ‘Shhh!’ she replied, holding a finger to her mouth. Isla cleared all the jagged pieces of glass that remained in the window frame, climbed in and then turned to look at the Mousekeepers with widened eyes. ‘Well, are you coming or what?!’
         

         Emiline grabbed hold of Scratcher’s arm before clambering through the window with him in tow. Despite not knowing her for very long, she was growing certain that Isla was the best Mousehunter in the world.

         ‘Looks like an office,’ said Isla, sifting through a pile of papers on a desk. She sat down on a chair and opened out the Exhibition Map.

         ‘What are you doing?’ said Scratcher.

         ‘I’m sitting down, and thinking,’ she said.

         ‘Great …’

         Emiline walked to a door on the far wall, and placed her ear against it.

         ‘There are voices out there,’ she said.

         ‘Close by? Heading our way?’ whispered Isla.

         Emiline waited and tried to pick out which direction the sounds were coming from.

         ‘No,’ she said, finally. ‘They’ve gone.’

         ‘Right then,’ said Isla. ‘We need to reach the first floor to get your mice, but with visitors still here, it’s going to be hard for us not to be seen. We’re far over in the East Wing, so we should be about to head into the Extinct Mouse Room. From there it’s the Grand Hall.’
         

         Isla lifted herself up, walked to the door and grabbed the handle.

         ‘If anyone sees you,’ she said, ‘either run, or act cool.’

         Emiline and Scratcher nodded.

         ‘Let’s go,’ she said.

         Isla quietly opened the door and surveyed the way ahead. The small exhibition room was shrouded in darkness but for the light from an open doorway on the other side, which led to the Grand Hall. Emiline walked through after Isla, and saw mouse cages nestled against every wall. One of them was glowing blue, which Emiline realised had to contain a Neon Night Mouse – incredibly rare in the wild, it’s the only known species with phosphorescent fur. She desperately wished to take a look.

         Once again, the sound of voices filtered over to them and Isla rushed to the side of the doorway and peered out. A number of military personnel were filing through in an orderly fashion.

         
         Isla whispered to Emiline and Scratcher, and they padded quietly to her side.

         ‘Something’s going on!’ she said. ‘It’s weird …’

         ‘Who are they?’ said Scratcher.

         ‘Soldiers,’ she replied, ‘from all over the world, not just the Guard. They’re all in different uniforms.’

         Emiline poked her head out to get a look.

         ‘They’re heading straight through the hall,’ she said. ‘To the far end.’

         ‘Very curious …’ said Isla. ‘There’s nothing over there. I don’t need a map to tell me that, I was here this morning.’

         Isla sneaked into the Grand Hall, ducked behind a line of tall cages and slid to the floor without being seen. Emiline and Scratcher followed, and couldn’t quite believe the sight of the hall and the hundreds of mice surrounding them. They watched as the last few soldiers walked through, eventually disappearing into the passageway at the back of the building.

         ‘What’s through there?’ said Scratcher.

         Isla placed the map on the floor and pointed to a blank space.

         ‘That was all closed off this morning,’ she muttered.

         
         She took a deep breath, realising that her inquisitive nature wouldn’t allow this to pass unchecked. She pointed to a set of doors in the corner of the hall.

         ‘Through there are the stairs to Lovelock’s Collection on the first floor. You go do what you have to do and get the mice, and I’ll meet you back at the alleyway by the inn. I want to check out what all these people are up to.’

         Isla passed her map to the Mousekeepers before standing upright.

         ‘Now don’t get caught,’ she said.

         Emiline and Scratcher watched in awe as Isla stepped out brazenly into the centre of the hall and hurried off in the direction of the soldiers.

         ‘Come on then,’ said Scratcher. ‘Before anyone sees us.’

         They both crawled furiously from one mouse cage to the next, darting between walkways, slowly crossing the hall. Finally, they reached the doors, and Emiline folded the map into her jacket pocket. She cast her eyes around, found that the coast was clear, and quickly thrust her fingers through the doors to pull one open.

         Scratcher slipped through first, and as soon as the doors closed shut behind Emiline, everything darkened. In a few steps they were on a staircase, with just a faint beam of grey light threading through a lead-framed window high on the wall. Step by step they marched up, pausing for a second on a small platform where the stairs turned back on themselves. Scratcher immediately threw out his arm to stop Emiline going past him. A dull glow was escaping from glass panels in the doors at the top of the stairs. A shadow was moving behind.
         

         ‘It’s a guard,’ he whispered. ‘Get down!’

         Emiline pressed her back against the wall and slid down while trying not to breathe. The doors opened suddenly, and the Mousekeepers looked at each other: they could hear the sound of tiny clawed feet. Scratcher saw three Night-light Mice hurry forward, the beams from their eyes scouring the walls and the dark stairway like searchlights. The animals scurried from left to right, sniffing the air as they went.

         Emiline felt a movement at her neck and remembered Portly. He’d heard the mice, and started crawling down her arm to get a better look. Emiline grabbed him just in time, and used two fingers to secure his mouth and stop him squeaking.

         
         ‘All right, girls,’ said the guard. ‘That’ll do, this one’s clear!’

         The mice heard his call and scurried back to him.

         ‘That was close,’ whispered Scratcher, as the guard disappeared back into the corridor.

         The Mousekeepers walked quietly to the top of the stairs and peered through the thick glass windows. The lamplit corridor was clear, and Emiline opened up the map once more from her jacket.

         ‘Through the door, to the left,’ she said.

         Scratcher waited for a moment more, and then twisted the cold, brass handle. It clicked and then clunked, and he opened the door slowly. They headed to the left and came to their destination – another thick wooden door. A metal grille was placed in one of its panels at about head height, and Emiline peered through.

         ‘Pitch black,’ she said, ‘But it must be it.’

         Emiline twisted the door handle and found it locked. She was half expecting it, and turned to Scratcher.

         ‘What?’ he said.

         ‘Give me the Mousing Explosive,’ she said hurriedly. ‘The special stuff!’

         
         ‘Here? What about the guard?’

         Emiline started pulling at his Mousing Belt trying to find it.

         ‘Get off!’ he said, feeling flustered. ‘We can’t be found out, remember?’

         ‘How else will we get in?’ she said. ‘I only want a little bit.’

         Finally, she pulled away her hand with a small metal box clasped between her fingers.

         ‘You keep watch,’ she said, removing some explosive and squeezing it into the lock. ‘As soon as you see anything, scream like a Wailer mouse.’

         Scratcher wanted to stop her, but sometimes there was no arguing with Emiline. Once the fuse was lit, the Mousekeepers stepped back and waited. Scratcher forced his fingers deep into his ears, and he was totally surprised when the explosion uttered only a mild crack as the lock split in two.

         ‘See,’ said Emiline. ‘You just have to know how to use it.’

         She hit the lock, which fell through into the room and made a much louder noise than the explosive. Scratcher frowned.

         
         ‘Hurry up!’ he urged, and Emiline pushed the heavy wooden door open.

         It was yet another room full of cages containing mice, and Emiline tiptoed in. Scratcher held the door open to let some of the corridor light brighten the room.

         ‘Come on!’ he whispered, concerned that the guard might have heard something.

         Emiline took her time. She looked into each cage, spotting many mice that were familiar to her, and eventually reached the far end of the room. She stopped in front of a cage covered in black cloth, and read an inscription on a metal panel at its base:

         ‘The Blackheart Mouse. This group of mice once belonged to the notorious pirate Mousebeard, having been taken from his beard upon his capture in Old Town.’

         Emiline smiled and unlatched a large mousebox from her waist. She gave Scratcher the thumbs-up, but he was too concerned with watching the corridor to notice. Taking everything slowly so as not to scare the mice, Emiline pulled back the cloth cover and looked in. They’d recreated the creatures’ habitat perfectly, with rotten wood and a damp floor, and quietly huddled together in a clump of moss were the beautiful Blackheart Mice.
         

         Emiline used a set of Mouseclaw Clippers from her belt to cut the clasp at the top of the cage and then swung the lid over on to the side. The mice started to stir, and she lowered the mousebox down next to them. One by one, she took the mice from her mousebox – a variety of Treehugger Mice dyed with black ink – and replaced them with the Blackheart Mice. Once all the mice had been swapped, she sealed the mousebox and returned it to her belt. She was almost done when Scratcher whispered to her.

         ‘Quick! Hurry up!’ he said. ‘He’s coming back!

         Emiline covered the cage, leaving it almost the same as she found it, and scrambled back to Scratcher. As the door closed behind them, she spotted a Night-light Mouse at the end of the corridor.

         ‘Run or act cool?’ said Scratcher frantically.

         Emiline looked both ways along the corridor. She could hear the guard’s whistle squealing aloud. He’d spotted them.

         ‘Run,’ she said breathlessly, and sprinted off.

         They sprinted down the corridor, their feet slipping on the over-polished wooden floor. The corridor drew to a stop at a set of doors and they barged through them, kicking them inwards against the walls. With an almighty bang, hundreds of mice started squeaking, and the unmistakeable sound of flapping wings filled the room.
         

         ‘Flying mice!’ said Emiline breathlessly.

         Scratcher shut the doors and drew bolts across their top and bottom. They heard a muffled cry as the guard charged endlessly at the wood panels, kicking and banging in anger. In all the panic, Emiline and Scratcher hadn’t noticed that a Night-light Mouse had scurried in through the doors, and its eyes were now beaming around the room.

         ‘Check the windows!’ said Scratcher, pushing hard against the doors. ‘We need to find a way out.’

         Emiline found that the windows were locked, and she looked down on to the street a long way down.

         ‘We’re trapped!’ she said, turning back into the room.

         ‘Think,’ said Scratcher, bracing the doors with his shoulder. ‘There must be something!’

         Emiline stared at all the cages, hoping for an idea to jump out at her. There were Red-winged Onloko Mice, Messenger Mice, Lesser Spotted Tumble Mice, Flightless Winged Mice; all the winged mice in the world.
         

         ‘What’s that mouse at the back there?’ asked Scratcher, his arm aching from the continual banging at the doors he was pushing against.

         Emiline ran to the end of the room and found a huge cage. Inside was a pair of Beachcomber Mice, the largest flying mice known to humans. Their bodies were slightly smaller than Elephant Mice, and their wings stretched out for metres on end.

         ‘Beachcomber Mice,’ said Emiline. ‘They’re huge!’

         She looked closer into the cage and saw that one of them was staring at her with its massive orange eyes. She stepped back slowly so as not to alarm them. Or maybe so as not to alarm her – they didn’t look very friendly.

         ‘They can carry rocks and things, can’t they?’ said Scratcher.

         ‘What are you trying to say?’ exclaimed Emiline. ‘You want them to carry us?’

         ‘Unless you’ve got any better suggestions,’ snapped Scratcher.

         ‘But we can’t steal them …’ said Emiline.

         
         ‘Emiline!’ said Scratcher angrily. ‘You’re not the one standing here having your arm smacked about!’

         ‘Right,’ said Emiline, ‘you’re right.’

         A loud gunshot blasted out on the other side of the door. Scratcher’s face paled.

         ‘Do it!’ he shouted.

         Emiline pulled out her knife and stuck it into the lock on the cage. She twisted it and turned it, and found that nothing could open it. But then in a last ditch moment of desperation, lifting the knife above her head, she stabbed down into the lock as hard as she could muster. It chimed, cracked, and slowly the cage door swung open.

         With a low grumbling squeak, the Beachcomber Mice started to move. They swished their tails back and forth, and stretched their wings out as far as they could. Emiline ran to the window and looked at Scratcher.

         ‘You ready?’ she said.

         Scratcher’s face was a picture.

         ‘I’ve been ready for ever …’ he replied.

         Closing her eyes and copying Isla, Emiline elbowed the window as hard as she could. It smashed without need for another hit, and she ran to grab a mouse. They were less than pleased. Within the exhibition room, there was little space to manoeuvre, and the mice were awkwardly crawling back and forth, desperately trying to avoid Emiline’s hands. Finally, with a lunging dive, Emiline caught one and gripped it firmly by its legs.
         

         ‘When I jump, you’ve got to rush and grab one,’ she said. ‘I’ll meet you in the alley.’

         Scratcher nodded.

         ‘Good luck!’ he said, as another gunshot rang out. The inside of the door blistered from the shot penetrating the wood.

         Emiline lifted the mouse into her arms, and was amazed by how light it was for its size. Its wings were rubbing against her face, annoying her terribly, but as she stepped on to the window frame it calmed down and stretched its long nose out into the air. Emiline could feel that it wanted to be free and, closing her eyes, she jumped.

         The mouse immediately opened its wings, and soared into the night air. Emiline peered through one eye while keeping a firm grip of the mouse’s body. She was flying, or rather the mouse was, but the mixture of excitement and fresh air washing over her was enough to calm her. Gradually, Emiline’s weight became too much for it, but instead of dropping like a stone, the mouse simply glided downwards, drifting back and forth along the cobbled street.
         

         As Emiline tumbled to the ground and released the mouse, she saw Scratcher leap from the window, with a set of wings flapping above him. No sooner had he jumped than two soldiers appeared at the window, leaning out with rifles.

         ‘Quick!’ she shouted, running for cover.

         As Scratcher hit the street, the soldiers fired. Their shots hit the stones to his side and he released the mouse, which flew off indignantly. He ran after Emiline and didn’t look back.
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            The Bobblecrop Mouse
            

            A VERY POPULAR FANCY MOUSE WITH A POMPOM OF CURLY FUR ATOP ITS head, the Bobblecrop is a regular within collections. It is a moody creature by nature, and hates being stroked although, with time, Bobblecrops will allow a modicum of mollycoddling from their owners.
            

             

            MOUSING NOTES
            

             

            The Bobblecrop Mouse fetches a fair price amongst collectors, and the more flamboyant the fur on top of their heads, the more they’re worth. It should also be noted that they require regular cleaning, as they seem quite against the idea of cleaning themselves.
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            The Secret Exhibition

         

         THE SOUND OF VOICES CONTINUED TO LURE ISLA Halberd out of the Grand Hall. Large wooden panels in the far wall had been folded back to extend the room, and at the end of the passageway on the other side, a wide staircase descended below ground. Isla stopped to unwrap the scarf from her neck, just as two soldiers marched up into the hall from the stairs. She gulped, thought quickly, and continued to walk towards them.
         

         ‘Excuse me,’ she said brightly. ‘Is it this way?’

         ‘Who are you?’ said one of the soldiers. ‘I thought the last guest had come in?’

         ‘I was late arriving,’ she said. ‘I was told to head this way. Lady Pettifogger sent me.’

         
         The soldiers looked at each other quizzically, before turning back to her.

         ‘All, right miss,’ said one of them. ‘I’ll take you in.’

         While the other soldier continued walking into the Grand Hall, Isla was ushered down the stairs and taken into a brightly lit vaulted hall.

         ‘There you go,’ said the soldier, and he promptly left to return to his duties.

         ‘Good grief,’ she muttered, staring wildly at the bustling crowd of people. ‘What is this?!’

         The hall was filled with strange mechanical machines, cannons and weapons, and last but certainly not least, large cages of mice. Suddenly a huge cage door swung open at the far end of the hall, and she heard the excitement of the crowd rise up.

         ‘The Battle Mouse …’ whispered a man near to her. He said it with such reverence that anyone would have thought a monarch had entered the room.

         Isla walked forward, squeezing her way through the suited and booted military types to get a better look. As the crowd parted, Isla saw for herself what the fuss was all about.

         
         The mouse that emerged from the cage was about waist height, with strong back legs, small ears, and a savage tusk protruding from the top of its snout. It was clad in a kind of armour, with a plate of metal travelling down its head between its eyes, and a leather harness over its body. At the end of its tail was a metal mace, covered with spikes, which was attached by a clamp and swung around ominously with each flick. Even the guard who was in control of the creature, gripping it securely by the reins, seemed surprised by the power of the beast.

         Isla shuffled back as the mouse did a circuit of the room. As it neared, it got so close to her that she could see its glistening, gold-flecked fur and huge bright green eyes.

         ‘I’ve seen this before,’ she said, in a state of bewilderment.

         ‘I doubt that you have,’ said a man beside her. ‘But it is magnificent.’

         The man had been hovering around Isla for a while, and she’d chosen to ignore him. But now she wanted to know more.

         ‘Magnificent’s certainly one word you could use,’ said Isla, cautiously.

         
         ‘I’m a representative of the Old Town Mouse Trading Centre,’ he said, holding out his hand. ‘If you’re interested, these mice are for sale at a thousand schillings each.’

         The man was dressed in an ill-fitting black suit and had slick black hair. Isla took an immediate disliking to him, as she had a thing against forward, pushy people, but he’d answered one question for her already.

         ‘So they’re for sale …’ she said.

         ‘But of course.’

         ‘And not cheap …’

         ‘Oh dear no!’ said the man. ‘But these are the best fighting beasts this side of the Great Sea. They are easily trained, work well in packs and can be deadly – if required.’

         ‘And they’re a new species?’

         ‘A hybrid, actually. Their main breeding stock is the Snorter Mouse, but I cannot divulge anything further than that. Trade secrets, you understand …’

         ‘Very interesting,’ she said.

         ‘And we have other species of mice developed specifically for war here too,’ he added. ‘There are fire breathers – Furnace Mice to be exact. And then we have trained Bomber Mice, which are very similar to Powder Mice in shape and size. They can take quite a battering, and are very useful for placing explosives in exactly the right place with no threat to your own personnel.’
         

         He led Isla to a cage and pointed to a dark grey winged mouse.

         ‘And this is a breed of winged mouse never before seen on this continent,’ he said. ‘It’s known as the Carrier Mouse, and is much stronger than most Messengers. This allows it to carry many sorts of weapon, from explosives to incendiaries. This one can really squeak havoc!’

         The man started to laugh at his own joke. Isla looked at him blankly.

         ‘Sorry … Sorry!’ he said, clutching his chest. ‘Force of habit …’

         ‘And all these machines?’ said Isla. ‘What do they do?’

         ‘Weapons of warfare, of one sort or another,’ he said, ‘not my speciality, I’m afraid. I’m strictly a mouse man.’
         

         A tall foreign soldier interrupted their conversation, barging in between Isla and the salesman.

         ‘We’re interested in procuring a hundred of the Battle Mice,’ said the soldier. ‘What must I do?’
         

         Isla stepped out of the way, and slipped back through the crowd. As she calmed down, she thought back to when she’d seen that mouse before: it was just like the escaped mouse she’d hunted on Hamlyn at the request of Lady Pettifogger. From the moment she’d spotted the horn and the flecks of gold within its fur she knew that it was the same. All of what Mousebeard and the others had told her about Lovelock’s actions was now making sense. This was a Golden Mouse hybrid. She didn’t need to see any more.

         Isla made her way to the hall entrance, walked up the stairs and passed through the Grand Hall to leave via the front door, rather than the window. But as she reached a selection of cages filled with various Gurner Mice, all pulling strange faces at her through the bars, she heard gunshots upstairs.

         That was her signal to run.

         She slipped through the main doors, slowing down as she passed the guards, and then disappeared around the side of the Mouse Trading Hall. The alley was but a short distance from her, and as she heard orders being shouted behind her she spotted Emiline and Scratcher hiding by the inn.
         

         ‘What did you do?’ said Isla angrily, pulling Emiline and Scratcher along by their jackets.

         She pushed them into the inn and directed them to an empty cubicle in the far corner furthest from the door. Isla sat down beside them and called the innkeeper over.

         ‘Three Tailflickers please,’ she said, hurriedly.

         Without warning, the main doors to the inn burst open and armed soldiers poured through, looking at every reveller. The dancing and music stopped at once.

         ‘Right, heads down,’ muttered Isla.

         The innkeeper returned briskly, seemingly unconcerned by the soldiers surveying his inn. He placed the tankards on the table and twisted his waxed moustache.

         ‘That’ll be three schillings for the ales,’ he said, shielding them from the soldiers. ‘And twenty for helping you out.’

         Isla handed over thirty schillings without flinching. ‘Keep the change.’ She knew the innkeeper well.

         ‘Pleasure doing business,’ he said.

         
         He turned and walked to the soldiers, angrily defending his rights to an inn free of the military.

         Emiline and Scratcher barely moved while the soldiers remained just a short distance away. They watched the foam on the beers bubble and pop, never once allowing themselves a glance towards the door. When the musician started to play the violin once more, they both relaxed.

         ‘That was too close,’ said Isla. ‘What happened?’

         Emiline took Portly from her shoulder and stroked him to calm down.

         ‘We had no choice,’ she said. ‘The room was locked, and the guard must have heard us break in.’

         ‘You used explosive!’ said Scratcher.

         Emiline kicked him under the table as Isla sat stony-faced at the news. Eventually her expression turned into a smile.

         ‘That sounds like the sort of thing I’d have done,’ she said. ‘It’s going to take some explaining to Mousebeard though …’
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         The slums were even less welcoming after dark. Isla, Scratcher and Emiline kept close together as they progressed along the damaged roads, and they were soon back in the safety of their run-down apartment with not a scratch to show for a death-defying escape.

         Mousebeard and Algernon were deep in conversation when they appeared.

         ‘You got them?’ asked Mousebeard, hopefully.

         Emiline passed him the large mousebox, and walked across to the window to find her own smaller box. She clipped it back on her belt and sat down to watch Mousebeard. He unlocked the lid and a smile immediately spread across his face.

         ‘Thank you,’ he said, clearly moved to see his Blackheart Mice safe and well.

         ‘It was a close-run thing,’ said Isla. ‘We almost got caught.’

         Algernon stoked the fire, and a blast of heat filled the room.

         ‘These mice have come through a lot,’ said Mousebeard, as he let them crawl out over his jacket. ‘They’ve saved my life more than once.’

         
         ‘Saved your life?’ said Emiline.

         ‘Their spit can clean and help heal wounds,’ he said. ‘When you’re out at sea, and you have no medicine, they’re worth their weight in gold.’

         ‘How come we’ve never known this?’ said Isla. ‘I thought they were considered evil, and killed?’

         ‘They are,’ said Mousebeard. ‘Which is why no one’s ever bothered to look after them. While sailing the world, before I’d taken on the name of Mousebeard, I encountered an ancient medicine man who showed me what they were capable of. He gave me a young pair and I swore never to be without them.’

         ‘I’d hoped they were a little more magic than that,’ said Scratcher. ‘I was shot at to rescue them!’

         ‘I knew it wouldn’t be easy,’ said Mousebeard. ‘But I wanted to test Isla.’

         ‘Excuse me?’ she snapped.

         ‘A test?’ said Emiline, outraged.

         ‘Don’t take this the wrong way,’ said Algernon. ‘We had to be sure. We had to know you were on our side.’

         Isla grumbled under her breath about trust.

         ‘It’s been four years since I saved you from your wreck,’ said Mousebeard. ‘A lot can happen in that time.’
         

         ‘Fair enough,’ she said. ‘But next time be open with me.’

         Mousebeard agreed.

         ‘And I now know that the Illyrians are arriving in port tomorrow morning,’ he said.

         ‘So Captain Drewshank’s on his way?’ said Scratcher, excitedly.

         ‘He will be,’ said Algernon.

         ‘I don’t mean to worry you,’ said Isla, ‘but I saw some things tonight that you should know about if you end up taking on the Guard.’

         ‘What do you mean?’ said Mousebeard.

         ‘They’ve bred mice for war. They were showing them off and selling them in the Mouse Trading Hall this evening. And you should have seen the Battle Mouse. It looked like one of your Golden Mouse hybrids gone wrong.’

         ‘A hybrid?’ said Mousebeard. ‘How could you tell?’

         ‘I was paid to catch a mouse on Hamlyn that was its double – it escaped from the Trading Centre there. I thought nothing of it at the time, but after what you said about Drewshank seeing the mouse on Hamlyn … there were clear streaks of gold in its fur, I swear.’
         

         ‘There’s nothing else for it, then,’ said Mousebeard. ‘First thing tomorrow I have to go there and find these mice. This discovery could be the signature on Lovelock’s death warrant.’

         ‘No wonder he’s leaving Old Town,’ said Algernon.

         ‘He’s what?’ said Emiline.

         ‘Isiah announced it tonight,’ he added. ‘He’s leaving soon after the Exhibition, shedding his business and mouse collection at the same time.’

         ‘Lovelock’s attempting to scrub out his past,’ said Mousebeard. ‘But I’m going to see to it that he can’t. The closing ceremony is when I have to act, even if I die doing it.’
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         In the sanctuary of his office, Isiah Lovelock sat reading. The evening had gone well and everyone had taken the news of his departure in the manner that he’d hoped. As he turned over a page, he heard someone in the corridor, and eventually there was a knock at the door.

         ‘Sorry to interrupt,’ said the voice.

         
         ‘Come in,’ said Lovelock.

         It was his new butler, Gartner. The position had been quickly filled after Spires, the previous butler, was murdered for being one of Mousebeard’s spies.

         ‘I’ve received word from General Mordiford that there has been a break-in at the Exhibition,’ he said.

         Lovelock looked unconcerned.

         ‘Anything stolen?’ he said.

         ‘Some flying mice, it would seem. Although they broke into your collection and tampered with the Blackhearts’ cage, the guard caught them in the act, which is when they escaped.’

         ‘The Blackhearts?’ said Isiah. He was suddenly taking a very real interest. ‘This is indeed a worry.’

         ‘Yes sir,’ replied the butler. ‘Anything you need me to do, Sir?’

         Lovelock stood up and walked to his window overlooking the gaslit Old Town.

         ‘The men who are organising my departure after the exhibition. Bring them here …’

         ‘It’s late sir,’ said the butler. ‘I might not find them awake.’

         
         ‘That’s no matter. Just find them and bring them to me.’

         ‘Yes, sir,’ replied the butler, who promptly left the room.

         Lovelock breathed deeply.

         ‘I wonder,’ he said, slowly. ‘I wonder …’
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            The Beachcomber Mouse
            

            THE LARGEST FLYING MOUSE SPECIES KNOWN, THE BEACHCOMBER MOUSE IS almost the size of an Elephant Mouse. Because of this, it can only fly for short periods of time, and rarely travels far, preferring to live near to where it was born all its life.
            

            The Beachcomber earns its name from the way it scours beaches for flotsam and jetsam, picking up anything of use before returning to its clifftop nest. These nests have always fascinated mousers throughout the centuries, not only for the strange array of booty that’s been found nearby, but also because of their size – sometimes stretching to five metres in width.
            

             

            MOUSING NOTES
            

             

            Beachcomber Mice are well known to be grumpy and dislike captivity, so it is inadvisable to keep them in a collection without adequate space or attention.
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            A Deadly Strike

         

         THE FOLLOWING MORNING, ALGERNON ROSE AT THE crack of dawn and headed alone to the harbour. For the duration of the exhibition, for security reasons, the harbour was closed to the sea. A barricade of two armed warships of the Old Town Guard blocked the entrance, threatening to fire on any ships that drew close.
         

         As Algernon found out for himself though, the quayside was still busy. Many ships had docked for the week, and what the harbour currently lacked in drunken sailors, it more than made up for in the number of tourists and visitors.

         Algernon drove the carriage along the length of the docks, slowing the horses where necessary to avoid passers-by crossing his path. Ships of all sizes were at rest, and he looked at each one with the eye of a spy. He was looking for information, just as he always had done as Mousebeard’s spy in Hamlyn where he was the landlord of the Giant’s Reach Inn. It wasn’t long before he found what he was searching for. Fourteen golden galleons were all anchored in a row at the far end of the docks. They were large warships, their hulls rising far above most of the vessels at port. A few sailors littered their decks, working on one thing or another, and Algernon stopped for a while to watch them.
         

         ‘So here they are,’ he said to himself. ‘The Illyrians have arrived.’
         

         ‘They look smart, don’t they?’ said a voice from beside the carriage.

         Algernon peered down and saw a boy looking up at him. He was standing alone at the water’s edge, wearing a strange, ill-fitting helmet. In his hand was a stick with a dry fish attached to some string on its end. A number of Cadaver Mice were waiting restlessly around his feet, hoping his dry fish might soon touch the ground.

         ‘They do look smart,’ replied Algernon. ‘They put most of these other ships to shame.’
         

         ‘That’s what I said myself, just this morning,’ said the boy. ‘But I wouldn’t have bothered with washing the deck if I was them.’

         ‘Oh no?’ said Algernon.

         ‘It’s gonna rain this afternoon,’ said the boy. He looked closely at the fish hanging from the end of his stick. It was curling slightly at the tail. ‘These fish don’t lie.’

         ‘So have the Illyrians been here long?’ asked Algernon.

         ‘They arrived early this morning, under cover of darkness,’ he replied. ‘They let ’em in specially. There ain’t half a lot of ’em inside, too. I’ve been watching, and I reckon there’s at least a hundred men on each ship. I guess they must be scared of something happening on their way home.’

         ‘I guess so,’ said Algernon. ‘Say, don’t I recognise you?’

         ‘Oh I doubt it,’ said the boy. ‘I used to work in Hamlyn, as the Weather Teller, but they got rid of me for falling asleep on the job.’

         ‘Hamlyn?’ said Algernon. ‘What’s your name?’

         ‘Mildred,’ he replied. ‘But Hamlyn ain’t the same these days. I’m happy to be out of there, even if I’m not getting paid. They say there’s already too many of us Tellers at these docks. They say our dried fish makes the place smelly!’
         

         ‘So how do you survive, then?’

         ‘I take tips. I’m good at forecasting, so people come back to me often. I get by.’

         ‘Well, if you could do me a favour,’ said Algernon.

         ‘Yes, sir,’ said Mildred.

         ‘If you see anything strange happen on these ships, could you let me know? I’ll pay you of course!’

         ‘Most definitely, sir. But where shall I find you?’

         ‘We’re staying at number six, Cutthroat Alley, in the one building with a door still attached – not the nicest of places, but we were hard-pushed to find anywhere, what with the exhibition.’

         ‘Alright,’ said Mildred. ‘Just these golden ships?’

         ‘Just those, yes.’

         ‘If anything happens, I’ll come straight to you.’

         ‘Thanks, Mildred,’ said Algernon. ‘And try not to fall asleep on the job, eh?’

         Algernon steered the horses around and made his way out of the docks. But instead of heading back to Old Town, he followed the coastal path out of the city. After travelling for a further mile or so, he slowed the carriage to a halt and proceeded to unlatch a mousebox from his belt. He placed it beside him, scrawled a note on a piece of parchment and readied it for sending.
         

         Inside the mousebox was a small Messenger Mouse, and Algernon attached the message to the harness around its belly. The harness was laden with a number of weights to inhibit the mouse’s flight and force it to fly low to avoid detection. After wishing it well, he set it free, and started back on his journey to the slums to pick up Mousebeard.
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         Under a dark grey sky, Mousebeard’s carriage was halted at the entrance to Merchants’ Square and Algernon stepped down to see why. A gate had been hastily erected to stop anyone entering without good reason, and soldiers were guarding the way through. A crowd was gathering, and most people were digging around in their pockets or bags. Through the aggrieved cluster of tourists, a guard approached.

         
         ‘Let’s see your papers!’ he said forcefully.

         Algernon banged on the side of the carriage to warn Mousebeard, and pulled out his fake documents. On their journey to Old Town he’d created a number of forgeries that would see him and his friends through situations like this. He handed his identity papers to the soldier.

         ‘Just a driver, are you?’ said the man.

         ‘Yes, sir,’ he replied.

         ‘Ernest Wolf?’ asked the soldier, after checking the slip of paper in his hand.

         ‘That’s me, yes.’

         The soldier muttered a grumbling approval and passed the papers back to him.

         ‘And in there?’ said the soldier, pointing his sword at the carriage.

         ‘Count Otto Calm,’ said Algernon. This was all getting a bit too close for comfort.

         Mousebeard drew down the window and leant out.

         ‘Good morning, sir,’ he said.

         The soldier looked into the carriage and then straight at Mousebeard.

         ‘Papers, sir?’ said the soldier.

         
         ‘But of course,’ said Mousebeard, who handed them over.

         The soldier read every line and searched thoroughly for anything that might reveal a fake. But he could find nothing.

         ‘Very good, sir,’ said the soldier.

         As he was about to leave, Mousebeard caught his attention in order to speak. Algernon’s face paled – he wanted desperately to move on.

         ‘Do excuse me,’ said Mousebeard, ‘but may I ask why this extra security has been put in place? It’s quite a change from yesterday …’

         The soldier waited for a moment, thinking through whether it was safe to talk. Eventually he leaned forward as if to divulge a secret.

         ‘Word from up high says some kids broke in last night and caused a bit of trouble, your lordship,’ he said. ‘Some mice escaped, and we’re just being extra careful … Enjoy the Exhibition!’

         The soldier saluted Mousebeard, walked back to the gate and gave the order to let them pass. Algernon breathed a sigh of relief. He clambered on to the carriage, flicked the horse’s reins, and within seconds they were in Merchants’ Square. Algernon steered the carriage through the bustling plaza, avoiding dancers and costumed players. Once outside the Hall, he joined the short queue of carriages and, when it was his turn, stopped and called for Mousebeard to leave.
         

         ‘The World Mouse Exhibition, Count!’ he said aloud.

         Mousebeard dropped from the carriage on to the grey flagstones and walked up the steps, doing his best to fake a reliance on his cane. With a wave of thanks to Algernon, he passed through the iron-studded oak doors to be greeted by a young boy, who asked to see his tickets. Mousebeard obliged, and then continued further into the entrance hall.

         The greats of society were wandering around him, chattering constantly about small matters: hairstyles, food and clothing, but mostly mice. Mousebeard was calm, and for the first time in many years, felt strangely normal. Much of this was down to the fact his Blackheart Mice were now safely stored in a mousebox at his waist. The last time he’d had them on his person was when he was captured by Lord Battersby on Giant Island.

         
         At the doorway to the Grand Hall, Mousebeard removed his top hat and noticed a glass case residing high on the wall. He immediately recognised its contents: a stuffed Methuselah Mouse, long dead and quite unlike the hundreds he’d seen on Norgammon, the lost island from ancient mythology. To most people, the mouse in the glass case was the only known specimen of the creature, but as Mousebeard knew, they were doing well far overseas.

         The delights of the exhibition were not wasted on Mousebeard. Tapping his cane on the floor as he strolled around, he navigated the great many displays. The Windtalker Mice first took his attention, standing upright in a polished glass case, with their long, tufted ears erect and listening out for the calls from others of their kind. He stopped to watch their ears twitch, before moving on to stare at a Spotted Water Mouse, lounging at the bottom of a tank blowing bubbles from its nose.

         After walking fully through the Grand Hall, he came to the panelled wall that Isla had talked about. He looked all over its surface, wondering how to open it and see what lay behind. There had to be an entrance somewhere. He walked across to an open door at the edge of the hall, and found himself in a corridor heading towards the Rare and Dangerous Mouse exhibit. An armed guard was standing to attention by a door, and a line of excited visitors wound back along the wall.
         

         ‘After you!’ said a short, plump man wearing a country-style suit. His hair was neatly greased down across his forehead, and he seemed over-excited at being in the Exhibition. Mousebeard realised that he was being offered a place in the queue.

         ‘Thank you,’ said Mousebeard. ‘But I’m actually …’

         ‘You mean you’re not going to see the Golden Mice?’ said the man.

         ‘I’d planned to …’ said Mousebeard, before he was interrupted.

         ‘No, you must. Come on, now is the perfect chance,’ he said. ‘The queue is never this small!’

         Mousebeard looked at the man and the queue, and decided that he wasn’t in so much of a rush.

         ‘That’s very kind,’ he said, stepping into the line.

         The man smiled.

         ‘Quite an exhibition,’ he said.

         
         Mousebeard nodded, trying to cut the conversation dead. But the man was intent on talking.

         ‘I can’t contain myself at the thought of seeing the Golden Mice!’

         ‘You’ve not long to wait, hopefully,’ said Mousebeard.

         ‘At least there are nice people to talk to,’ he replied.

         Mousebeard grinned – the queue wasn’t moving fast enough. Luckily, Isla Halberd appeared, rushing along the corridor. She seemed a little flustered as she stopped to talk.

         ‘Good morning,’ said Mousebeard, overjoyed to see her.

         ‘Ah Count Otto!’ she replied breathlessly, doing well to remember to use the right name. ‘What a queue!’

         ‘And it’s not going anywhere fast,’ he said.

         Isla breathed out a sigh and held aloft a dark brown mousebox.

         ‘I’m running late for my talk,’ she said, heading into the hall. ‘Too many late nights …’

         ‘Was that Isla Halberd?’ asked the short man, tapping Mousebeard annoyingly on the arm.

         ‘Yes it was,’ he said.

         The man was smitten with celebrity.

         
         ‘There are so many famous people here …’ he said.

         ‘Aren’t there just …’ replied Mousebeard sarcastically. ‘In fact, all we need now is Mousebeard to walk in and we’d have the lot!’

         Mousebeard turned away from the man and wearily leant against the wall. He rested the cane under his arm and shoved his hand in his pocket to look as though he’d done enough talking. He felt the man behind him fidget, and attempt to talk to another person in the queue, and he breathed out happily. For a moment he allowed himself to feel calm and relaxed. He was almost enjoying himself. But then something happened to change all that.

         Suddenly an almighty explosion blasted out above and behind him. Mousebeard was thrown to the floor along with all the others in the queue. Debris and rubble flew through the air, and the crashing sound of breaking glass echoed around the hallway. The screams of people trapped under broken stonework grew louder, and smoke flooded out of the room behind, threatening to choke everyone nearby.

         Mousebeard opened his eyes. It was chaos. He rose to his feet and felt small lumps of wall plaster fall from his back. His head was spinning and pounding, and when he looked around everything was obscured by dust and smoke. His hand clutched his mousebox, which was still in one piece. He could make out soldiers frantically running towards them. Orders were shouted above the terrified cries of visitors to the exhibition. Mousebeard realised the short man next to him was hurt badly, and he pushed some bricks from his legs and gently pulled him away from the mess to lay him out in the clear. He was breathing, and still alive. It was like being in the middle of a sea battle but with no enemy to fight against.
         

         The smoke lifted, and Mousebeard was soon able to see into the room through the demolished wall. Cages were in tatters, a number of dead mice lay on the floor and members of the Old Town Guard were feverishly running around trying to catch the few escaped animals that had survived the blast. A group of heavy-set soldiers appeared holding the Golden Mice cage. They were safe, at least, but Mousebeard’s thoughts suddenly turned to what other creatures were in the room – he’d heard of the terrifying species on display.

         
         ‘Seal off the area!’ shouted a soldier. ‘Don’t let anyone leave or enter!’

         Mousebeard clambered over the rubble and walked in.

         ‘Get out!’ ordered a soldier, charging towards him with his sword held aloft.

         ‘I’m a Mousehunter,’ boomed Mousebeard, sounding like the pirate of old.

         The soldier was immediately stunned by the power of his voice.

         ‘Don’t let any mouse escape!’ growled Mousebeard. ‘You have no idea of what you’ll be letting loose!’

         He dropped to the floor and looked at mouse height for any sign of a creature.

         ‘How many cages have been destroyed?’ he asked.

         The soldier rushed around, trying to see what remained.

         ‘Three, maybe four,’ he said. ‘We’ve found the bodies of a few, and caught a live one – a mouse with fangs. It’s already taken a bite out of a soldier.’

         Of all the rooms that could have been targeted by a bomb, this one was picked to yield the worst consequences.

         
         ‘Whoever did this knew exactly what they were doing,’ snarled Mousebeard.

         He crawled a short distance towards a section of the collapsed wall, and spotted something move. It was a tail – a long and thin black tail – and it was curling and uncurling before his eyes.

         ‘I’ve got one,’ he said quietly.

         The soldier saw him move and followed him. Mousebeard stretched out his arm and huge hand, and threw it down over the tail. He gripped it between his fingers, and the mouse jumped up, revealing its short triangular ears and greasy black fur. Its body twisted in the air and it opened its jaws before clamping them shut on Mousebeard’s thumb. The pirate yelled out in pain, and threw his other hand around the creature’s body to secure it and remove its teeth from his flesh.

         ‘Get me a mousebox now!’ he ordered, resisting the urge to squeeze the life out of the snarling mouse.

         ‘What?’ said the soldier.

         ‘A mousebox! NOW!’
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            The Rain Mouse
            

            THIS PLACID BROWN MOUSE IS FOUND ALL OVER MIDENA AND THRIVES IN stormy conditions other creatures hate. It has a dense, waxy fur that is impervious to water and therefore perfectly suited to a life outdoors.
            

            The Rain Mouse has long been a favourite amongst farming communities because a sighting of one out in the open is a good indicator that rain is on its way.
            

             

            MOUSING NOTES 
            

             

            Rain Mice are often found with pure white fur: their habit of frolicking out in the open during thunderstorms leads to them being struck by lightning more regularly than is probably safe.
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            Lockdown

         

         ‘SEAL OFF THE BUILDING!’ SHOUTED GENERAL Mordiford. He charged into the Grand Hall and ordered every visitor to line up along the walls.
         

         ‘Ready your papers!’ he ordered. ‘Before any of you leave, we are going to check every last one of you. You’d better hope that none of you are carrying weapons …’

         A soldier rushed into the Hall. He was waving aloft a piece of paper.

         ‘Sir!’ he shouted. ‘You must see this!’

         General Mordiford marched over to meet him, and received the paper. He looked sternly at the few words that littered the page below a crude drawing of a mouseskull and crossbones.

         
         ‘Mousebeard …’ he said, breathing deeply and forcefully. He stamped the floor and gripped the cage next to him, causing the mice inside to flee for cover.

         ‘It was attached to a cage alongside the Golden Mice,’ added the soldier.

         The General surveyed the hundreds of visitors, mulling over what he might do.

         ‘What are your orders, sir?’ asked the soldier. ‘All of the dangerous mice are accounted for – either dead or caught. The area’s secured, and no one’s going anywhere.’

         ‘Question them all,’ said the General. ‘Take names and cross-check them against our files. When ready, seal off the affected parts of the Exhibition, and then re-open the rest to the public.’

         ‘Re-open, sir?’

         ‘We can’t let Old Town and the Exhibition suffer for the threats of a pirate. There’s too much to be lost. Everything must get up and running once more.’

         ‘Yes, sir!’ said the soldier, who then turned and ran off.

         ‘General!’ called Mayor Gumpino. He walked hastily from the side of the Grand Hall, his face flushed red and beads of sweat glistening on his brow. ‘What in the world is going on?’

         
         ‘It appears we have become a target,’ said Mordiford, sternly.

         ‘A target?’ said the Mayor. He was never good in situations like this.

         ‘Yes sir. We believe Mousebeard is behind this.’

         ‘Oh please no!’ exclaimed the Mayor, nervously. He mopped his face with a gold-edged handkerchief. ‘Is he here? Now?’

         ‘That’s what we’re trying to find out,’ said the General. ‘Everyone will be questioned before they’re allowed to leave. We’ll get to the bottom of this if it kills me.’

         Suddenly Lady Pettifogger burst through the doors at the end of the Hall.

         ‘This is terrible!’ she cried. ‘We need help! Count Otto’s been hurt!’

         The Mayor and the General sped over and followed her back down the short corridor to where the blast occurred. Two bodies were lying amongst the piles of rubble, jackets placed over them to shield them from sight. A series of thick wooden posts had been hurriedly pushed into the wall to prop up the ceiling and stop any further damage.

         
         ‘Count!’ said Lady Pettifogger.

         Mousebeard sat on a pile of bricks nursing his head. A trickle of blood ran down his arm from the mousebite on his hand, and his shirt sleeve was turning red. He was struggling to see straight; his vision had become blurred.

         ‘Hello,’ he grumbled.

         ‘You were here when it happened?’ asked Mayor Gumpino.

         ‘Yes,’ he replied woozily.

         ‘You didn’t see anyone fleeing or running from the scene?’ asked the General.

         ‘No one …’

         ‘Are you sure?’ said the General.

         ‘Yes I’m sure!’ growled Mousebeard, immediately regretting the anger in his voice.

         His eyes were closing by themselves and his neck was growing weaker, meaning his head drooped at irregular intervals as though he was about to fall asleep.

         ‘Sorry,’ he muttered, ‘I’ve taken a hit to the head …’

         ‘Mayor,’ said Lady Pettifogger, ‘Arrange for a doctor. I’ll see to it that he’s cared for.’

         ‘No … No,’ said Mousebeard, ‘that’s unnecessary. I’ll be fine …’
         

         He tried to stand, but his legs gave way and he slumped back down.

         ‘No,’ said the Mayor, ‘I insist. Old Town doesn’t let its guests go without care in times like this.’

         ‘Exactly,’ said Pettifogger. ‘I’ll not hear another word about it.’

         If Mousebeard had been any more clear-headed he would have done all that he could to get out of this situation, but words were failing him.

         ‘If you insist,’ he said wearily.
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         In a meeting room in the bowels of the Mousetrading Hall, everyone who was important in Old Town stood listening to General Mordiford. There was a feeling of shock that such an audacious act could have been carried out beneath their noses.

         ‘General,’ said Lady Pettifogger, ‘are you sure this note is real?’

         ‘We have no reason to question its authenticity,’ he replied. ‘And after the break-in last night, it would seem the logical conclusion.’
         

         Lovelock made clear his views.

         ‘It’s perfectly in keeping with his style,’ he said. ‘I’ve received many warning notes from him in the past, and they all bore similar traits.’

         ‘But what does this mean for the ceremony?’ asked Mayor Gumpino, who was looking dishevelled and uncharacteristically concerned. ‘I can’t be seen to be weak – we can’t cancel this now!’

         ‘May I offer a suggestion?’ asked the General.

         ‘Please, please do …’

         ‘No one would quarrel with raising the levels of security surrounding the event – that is a necessity, and something I’ve already taken into hand this morning,’ said the General. ‘But if Mousebeard has somehow sneaked under our line of vision and is hiding in Old Town, then we would do well to look for him. I propose a door-to-door search.’

         ‘But what about the tourists?’ asked the Mayor. ‘Won’t they be frightened?’

         ‘It would be a sign of strength, and a sign that we are taking action against this pirate. I’d rather have frightened tourists than dead ones.’
         

         ‘The General’s right,’ said Lovelock. ‘People would understand. After all, the King and Queen of Midena will be present tomorrow for the Ceremony. We cannot take the chance.’

         ‘My sentiments exactly,’ said Lady Pettifogger. ‘We should spread the word, and make the city work for us. No one would want to be seen hiding Mousebeard – particularly if they know what punishment lies in store.’

         The Mayor gripped his bulging stomach.

         ‘As always, you are right, Lady Pettifogger,’ he said. ‘I believe we need to place Old Town in your hands, General. Bring me Mousebeard’s head on a plate!’
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         Algernon watched soldiers charge in and out of the Mouse Trading Hall. He’d heard the explosion, but from the edge of Merchants’ Square he had no way of knowing its severity. He knew now, though, that something was very definitely up. Visitors were being turned away from the door, and there was a very real display of anger building up in the Square. People were worried for loved ones and had escaped to the near Mouse Trading Centre.
         

         He started to shuffle in his seat atop the carriage. Algernon could only wait patiently for so long before worrying, such was his nature. He jumped down from the seat and started tending to his horses while attempting to listen to what people were saying as they wandered by. He heard nothing of any use, the main reason being that no one from inside had been let out. It just so happened that the first person to leave the building was the one person Algernon wanted to see.

         ‘Jonathan,’ he said quietly, as Mousebeard was helped through the doors, his arm draped around a soldier. Lady Pettifogger followed, and she hailed a cab.

         Algernon hopped back on to his carriage in an attempt to reach them first, but he was beaten by another, which trundled around the road before him. Mousebeard was lifted into its back and carted away. There was nothing else for it – he’d have to follow. He flicked the reins, but as soon as his horses trotted into action, a company of soldiers blocked his path and directed their rifles at him.

         ‘Halt!’ shouted a soldier. ‘Stop where you are!’

         Algernon stopped.

         
         ‘But …’ he said pointing to the carriage ahead.

         ‘No one in, no one out!’

         Algernon sat back and dropped the reins. Mousebeard was gone.
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         As the rain fell hard, Emiline ran through the streets, narrowly avoiding the crowds. News of the explosion was being shouted from every street corner, and she had no idea whether Mousebeard had been caught up in the confusion. Merchants’ Square was closed off, and there was no sign of Algernon.

         She skirted around the entrance to the slums, past a run-down inn and jumped over the open stream that smelled as foul and fetid as ever. Portly gripped her shoulder for dear life, his claws digging in so much that Emiline could feel them through her jacket. When she reached Cutthroat Alley, she ground to a halt. People were talking in the shadows and she tried to look as uninterested as she could. They weren’t at all friendly.

         Taking a slow approach, Emiline dipped her head and paced over the cobblestones. She stared resolutely at the ground, and had a good view of the dirt and mousedung that littered the alley. As she reached the house that was acting as their hideout, she knocked twice, waited for the door to open and then dashed in.
         

         ‘What’s going on?’ said Scratcher. ‘It’s been so busy out there!’

         Emiline ran to the top of the stairs, turned into the room and darted across to the window. She opened the thick curtain, but the view out on to the street gave her no solace.

         ‘Emiline!’ cried Scratcher, following her. ‘What is it?’

         ‘The whole city’s gone crazy,’ she said, without turning from the window. ‘The streets are busier than ever – everyone’s wanting to know what’s going on.’

         ‘Why?’ said Scratcher.

         ‘There’s been an explosion at the Exhibition and the Town Criers are out on the street corners. They’re all shouting one thing. They’re saying Mousebeard is back.’

         Emiline looked to her friend and saw surprise and horror writ large on his face.

         ‘But how? How do they know?’ said Scratcher.

         ‘I don’t know,’ she replied. ‘I wish Captain Drewshank was here, or Indigo. They’d know what to do.’
         

         Scratcher paced the room with his hands clutching his head.

         ‘Could Mousebeard have done anything like that?’ he said. ‘This wasn’t his plan, was it?’

         ‘No! Of course not!’ she replied. ‘He’s really changed since the curse has gone.’

         ‘Are you sure?’

         On reflection, even Emiline wasn’t fully certain.

         ‘No!’ she announced. ‘No … He wouldn’t have done it! It’s crazy.’

         Emiline sat down on the floor.

         ‘So where is he then? And Algernon?’ asked Scratcher.

         ‘Mousebeard must still be in the Mouse Trading Hall, and I couldn’t see Algernon at all. You should see the streets, Scratcher … We’re done for … The Old Town Guard are everywhere.’

         ‘We need to get word to Drewshank and the others,’ said Scratcher.

         ‘How?’

         He stuttered as he tried to come up with suggestions.

         ‘We send a Messenger Mouse to them?’

         
         ‘No good,’ said Emiline. ‘We’ve got no more mice.’

         ‘Then we leave,’ said Scratcher. ‘They don’t need our help any more, and if they’ve even got a sniff of us here, we’re soon going to be dead.’

         ‘We can’t just leave,’ said Emiline.

         ‘Yes we can. At some point we have to look after ourselves. We’ve travelled around the world for that pirate. Now it’s time to make sure that we survive.’

         ‘But …’

         Emiline’s words failed her.

         ‘You have no answer to that, do you?’ said Scratcher.

         ‘No. Algernon would agree with you. We need to reach safety.’

         ‘So where is that?’

         Emiline let Portly run down on to the floor. He sat still and started to clean himself.

         ‘We should try Isla Halberd first, and if all else fails we head back to Smuggler’s Cove.’

         ‘Fine,’ said Scratcher. ‘But I hope you remember the way to her house, because I certainly don’t.’
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         Mousebeard woke up in a strange room, dimly lit by a thin sliver of orange light cutting through the curtained window. He was lying on an iron bed and his jacket was hanging from the back of the door. His cane had been propped up beside him, next to his locked mousebox, and a glass of water sat half drunk on the bedside cabinet. He felt weak, and his thoughts were muddy. He could remember the explosion and the panic, but the rest was mostly a blur.

         He sighed and rubbed his aching shoulder to find a large bruise beneath his shirt. There were a few cuts and grazes on his arms, revealed by his rolled-up sleeves. Staring up at him like the eyes of a demon were two dark red bite marks at the base of the thumb on his left hand. It looked swollen, and the skin had darkened in colour. His fingers were tingling and slightly numb, and he squeezed each one in turn, trying to bring some life back into them.

         ‘Damn mouse,’ he muttered, pulling himself to his feet.

         He slid the curtains across and was rewarded with the most amazing view of Old Town and the sea in the distance. The sun was close to setting, and had broken through the rainclouds, illuminating rooftops like a heavenly presence. The view was something he’d not seen for many years. The vast areas of the city, from the slums to the mansions on the east side, were as noticeably different from the air as they were at street level.
         

         ‘Hello, sir,’ said a voice on the other side of the door.

         Mousebeard turned around.

         ‘Yes?’ he said.

         ‘How are you feeling, sir? I heard you moving, and I’ve been asked to check on you …’

         Mousebeard opened the door to find a butler standing very upright on the other side.

         ‘I take it that you’re feeling better,’ said the butler.

         ‘Much,’ said Mousebeard grumpily. ‘Who are you? What time is it?’

         ‘Just past seven,’ he replied. ‘I’m Gartner, the butler, sir.’

         ‘Seven?’ said Mousebeard. ‘Seven? But how long have I been asleep for?’

         ‘A good few hours, sir …’

         Mousebeard shook his head to clear his thoughts.

         ‘But I have to go!’ he announced, clipping the mousebox to his belt.

         
         He grabbed his jacket to leave, but was stopped by the butler.

         ‘Sir, I’m sorry to tell you that there’s a curfew tonight. Because of the attack on the Exhibition, the Old Town Guard have declared that anyone walking the streets after sunset will be arrested. You cannot return home tonight.’

         ‘What?!’ said Mousebeard. ‘A curfew?’

         ‘Yes sir.’

         Mousebeard looked angry.

         ‘But you’re welcome to stay here,’ added the butler. ‘The other guests will be eating soon, if you’d like to join them? It would please Mr Lovelock greatly if you would.’

         ‘Lovelock?’ exclaimed Mousebeard. ‘But where am I?’

         ‘On Grandview, sir. This is Mr Lovelock’s house. Please sir, it would be a pleasure.’

         Mousebeard picked up his cane with his right hand and sat back down on his bed.

         ‘May I ask, sir?’ said the butler. ‘Is everything quite all right?’

         Mousebeard looked at him with tired eyes.

         ‘Yes, everything’s fine.’

         ‘Good, sir. If you’d like to freshen up before heading downstairs to the dining room, dinner will be served in half an hour.’
         

         The butler left him alone, and as soon as the door had closed, Mousebeard took the mousebox from his belt and unlocked it. The tiny Blackheart Mice crawled over him, and settled on his arm. One mouse found the bite on his hand and licked it over and over.

         ‘I don’t think that will help,’ said Mousebeard, attempting to open and close his fingers.

         Not even the spit of a Blackheart Mouse could counter the poison from a Nightshade Mouse: despite the rest of the day being a blur, Mousebeard remembered the look of the creature that bit him as clearly as a photograph.

         He rested for a moment longer before herding the mice back into their box and tidying himself up. There was no antidote for the mousebite, and with the indifference of someone whose fate was sealed, Mousebeard left the room and walked downstairs.

         
            [image: alt]
            

         

         Algernon sat hour after hour on top of his carriage, growing wetter and wetter from the rain. Everyone was being quizzed, everyone was being made to feel as though they were responsible for the explosion. Merchants’ Square had turned into a giant holding pen, and people were only allowed to leave once they’d been searched, and their details checked. Because of his attempted escape earlier, Algernon had been told that he’d be last to be seen.
         

         ‘Look, come on!’ he said angrily, as the soldiers continually passed him by to check other people. ‘This is ludicrous!’

         While he sat outside the Mouse Trading Hall, picking his fingers and fiddling with his glasses, he was surprised to see a familiar face.

         ‘Is that …’ said Isla Halberd, walking up to him.

         Algernon could have cried with joy.

         ‘You’ve made my day!’ he said. ‘Need a ride?’

         Algernon swivelled in his seat and caught the eye of one of the hundreds of soldiers wandering around.

         ‘She needs a ride,’ he said noisily. ‘Ms Isla Halberd needs a ride home, do you hear! I’m going!’

         The soldier marched up to him and saw Isla Halberd. She smiled, and the soldier smiled back.

         
         ‘All right,’ said the soldier. ‘Let’s see your papers!’

         Algernon passed down his identity documents, and quickly received them back again.

         ‘Carry on,’ said the soldier. ‘Curfew starts at sundown. Stay off the streets if you know what’s good for you.’

         ‘Curfew?’ muttered Algernon.

         Isla climbed up on to the carriage and nudged him. Algernon needed nothing more to get him moving, and he flicked the reins and drove off. They followed the street that ran along the edge of the Square, negotiated the roadblock and turned up into the main road on the way to Isla’s home.

         ‘So what’s going on?’ said Algernon. ‘Tell me! Tell me!’

         ‘From what I could gather, someone tried to blow up the Golden Mice,’ she said.

         ‘What?’ exclaimed Algernon.
         

         ‘I take it this wasn’t part of the plan then?’

         ‘Good grief no! And why was Jonathan taken away?’

         ‘Jonathan?’

         ‘Oh, sorry … Mousebeard … I mean the Count … Oh, he’s got too many names! He never had this many at school.’

         
         ‘Last time I saw him he was about to see the Golden Mice – I guess he got caught up in it all. Was he all right?’

         ‘That’s what I was hoping you could tell me!’

         ‘I helped them look after the mice afterwards, but I wasn’t told anything about him being hurt.’

         Suddenly Algernon heard ‘Mousebeard’ shouted out from the side of the road. He slowed the carriage, and saw a massive man, dressed in red and ringing a bell.

         ‘Mousebeard attacks Old Town!’ shouted the Town Crier. ‘The Old Town Guard are searching the city for him! Beware: curfew from sundown to sunrise! Royal Procession tomorrow at eleven! Support your City!’

         Algernon listened to the man’s every word. He couldn’t quite believe what he was hearing.

         ‘Do they honestly think it was Mousebeard?’ he asked, as he set the carriage moving again.

         ‘I imagine they’re just playing safe,’ she said.

         ‘I have to tell the Mousekeepers … Hang on!’

         Algernon flicked the reins and the horses pulling the carriage powered on even faster. The road coursed around the rickety old inn, and suddenly they were in the slums. The streets were emptying as sunset drew nearer. Algernon slowed the carriage down and stopped in Cut throat Alley.
         

         ‘Wait here,’ he said, and he jumped down.

         The door was locked, as he’d hoped it would be. He banged twice, and waited. There was no response.

         ‘How long have we got until curfew?’ he said to Isla.

         ‘I don’t know, but the light’s dying on us.’

         Algernon looked up and saw that the sky was turning a light orange colour, with shafts of light breaking through the clouds. He banged again, but there was no response.

         ‘Where are they?’ he said. ‘They have the only key!’

         ‘Maybe they’ve gone looking for us?’ said Isla.

         Algernon clambered up on to the carriage and glanced up at the top window. There was definitely no one there.

         ‘Right,’ he said, urging his horses on. ‘To your house it is!’
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         Emiline rapped on the door knocker. She waited but there was no reply. They’d reached Isla Halberd’s house in good time, but she wasn’t there, and without her they were at a total loss. The afternoon was running into evening, and the sky was starting to glow with the last rays of the sun.
         

         ‘Come on,’ said Emiline, leaving the path and stepping back on to the street.

         Scratcher looked at her blankly.

         ‘Where are you going?’ he said. ‘Smuggler’s Cove’s the other way.’

         ‘We’re going to Grandview,’ she replied.

         ‘Grandview?’

         ‘Yep.’

         Scratcher had to run after her to catch up.

         ‘But why there?’

         ‘Lovelock,’ she said.

         ‘What? Are you mad?’

         ‘No. He’s behind all this, I know it.’

         As they turned into a narrow road, Emiline bumped straight into a soldier dressed in green uniform, with a rifle slung over his shoulder by its strap. She swallowed very deeply and froze to the spot.

         ‘What are you kids doing out?’ he barked. ‘Don’t you know there’s a curfew from sunset?’

         
         ‘Umm,’ said Emiline. ‘We’re just heading home. We’re on an errand, you see.’

         The soldier grumbled.

         ‘Errand, you say?’

         ‘Yes, sir,’ said Scratcher.

         The soldier looked them up and down.

         ‘What sort of errand?’ he said nosily.

         ‘Mice!’ said Emiline, lifting up Portly’s mousebox. ‘Important delivery for a mouse collector.’

         ‘Important mice eh?’

         ‘Yes, sir,’ said Scratcher.

         The soldier nodded.

         ‘All right then, but make sure you’re off the streets before dark … You hear me?’

         ‘Yes, sir,’ said Scratcher.

         ‘Of course,’ said Emiline, already shuffling around the soldier and walking off.

         Once they were well past him, Emiline turned to Scratcher with an amazed look.

         ‘What’s all this “sir” business?’ she said. ‘Sir this, sir that?’

         ‘You’ve got to know how to treat them,’ he said.

         
         ‘And you know how, do you?’

         ‘Better than you, at any rate! If it wasn’t for me he’d have taken us in!’

         Emiline laughed and Scratcher started to laugh too.

         ‘Well, it’s a good job you were there then,’ she said. ‘Although it’s not going to help us with this curfew. We’re still miles from Grandview.’

         Scratcher realised the sun was about to drop beyond the horizon, and he stopped to watch the sky. Emiline pulled Portly out of his mousebox and allowed him a breath of fresh air. His ears twitched, and he sniffed noisily while Emiline stroked him.

         ‘We’re in trouble again, aren’t we,’ said Scratcher.

         ‘I think so,’ replied Emiline, placing Portly on her shoulder and sealing his mousebox.

         As the sky turned to night, they watched the glow of candles illuminate windows from the inside of houses.

         ‘We should probably run,’ said Scratcher.

         Emiline agreed. They crossed the road at full pelt, seeking sanctuary under the eaves of houses on the other side. Lights flickered through windows as they moved on, further up and along the main road to Grandview. They passed the Old Town Gentlemen’s Club, noticing the windows were dark and lifeless, and ran further up the hill. The buildings grew taller, grander and more infrequent the higher they went. Old Town was already silent and empty.
         

         ‘It feels just like Hamlyn did when the Guard took over,’ whispered Scratcher, coming to a halt so that he could catch his breath. ‘They always seem to ruin towns.’

         ‘You’re right,’ she said, sliding to a stop. ‘It’s just like when they killed Mr Spires.’

         As she was talking, something caught her attention, and she cast her eyes down the road.

         ‘That sounds like a carriage,’ said Scratcher. ‘Quick!’

         Scratcher jumped behind a line of bushes and pulled Emiline in with him. As the carriage trundled up the street, Emiline caught a glimpse of its passenger in the glow of the oil lamp hanging at its side.

         ‘It’s a soldier of the Old Town Guard!’ she whispered. ‘I’d recognise the uniform anywhere.’

         ‘Do you think he’s heading to Lovelock’s mansion?’ said Scratcher.

         Emiline paused and looked horrified.

         
         ‘Maybe they’ve caught Mousebeard?’ she said. ‘Or Algernon?’

         Emiline jumped up and ran down the road.

         ‘Come on!’ she yelled to Scratcher, who reluctantly chased after her.

         It was only then that she realised two soldiers, hidden by shadow, were clinging to the back of the carriage, surveying the roads. They spotted her immediately and leapt to the ground with their rifles primed and ready.

         ‘Stop right there!’ they ordered, as the carriage drew to a halt behind them.

         Emiline’s heart thumped fast.

         ‘Two children, General,’ shouted one of the soldiers. ‘Just like those spotted at the Hall last night.’

         The carriage door opened and General Mordiford jumped out. He stamped along the cobblestones and joined his men.

         ‘I think I’ve dealt with these two before,’ he said, walking closer to Emiline under the protection of his men’s rifles. ‘On Hamlyn, just over a year ago. You’re two of Mousebeard’s accomplices …’

         The General grabbed Emiline’s wrist, and her body tensed with fear.
         

         ‘Leave her alone,’ said Scratcher, fearfully.

         A soldier rushed forward with his rifle aimed at the boy. Scratcher said nothing more; his mouth wouldn’t move no matter what he tried to say.

         ‘Tie them up,’ said the General. ‘I have some questions to ask them.’

         
         

         

         
            
               [image: ] 
               

            

            The Toxic Scab Mouse
            

            A CREATURE TO BE VERY AFRAID OF, THE SMALL TOXIC SCAB MOUSE IS THE carrier of a deadly virus which can prove fatal to humans. Initially harmless, it is only after three months of age that the mouse becomes a danger. At this point, the skin of the mouse starts to dry and peel, causing great irritation and making the mouse scratch itself to the point of breaking its skin. It is here that the danger lurks, because the weeping sores on the mice carry the Gemine virus – to which there is no known human cure. The Gemine virus breaks down body tissue, effectively eating you from the inside out.
            

             

            MOUSING NOTES
            

             

            Despite ongoing scientific research, there is still no logical conclusion as to why this mouse has such an affliction of its skin. It is totally banned under international law, and should be avoided at all costs.
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            Lovelock’s Mansion

         

         MOUSEBEARD REACHED THE DINING ROOM AND FOUND the Mayor and Lady Pettifogger discussing the day’s events, but he was in no mood for talking to people.
         

         ‘Count Otto!’ said Lady Pettifogger. ‘How are you feeling?’

         She walked up to him and noticed his swollen hand.

         ‘I’ve felt better,’ he said, pulling his sleeve down to cover the mouse bite. His hand was getting darker by the minute.

         ‘You were bitten?’ said the Mayor.

         ‘Yes,’ said Mousebeard. ‘The venom will wear off soon, I hope.’

         ‘Venom?’ he replied.

         
         ‘After the explosion,’ said Mousebeard. ‘I caught an escaped mouse, not knowing what kind it was.’

         ‘But that could have been dangerous!’ said Lady Pettifogger.

         ‘I couldn’t let it run riot in the Exhibition,’ he said.

         ‘But you should get it looked at!’

         ‘What’s this?’ said Lovelock, walking casually through the door. ‘Sorry for my lateness, but I received an important message I had to deal with.’

         Mousebeard growled under his breath. Maintaining the disguise was going to prove near impossible, and he questioned whether he should finish Lovelock there and then. He knew though, that by doing that his friends would never be proved innocent. It wasn’t just about him any more.

         ‘Count Otto was bitten by a venomous mouse after the explosion,’ said Lady Pettifogger.

         ‘You should have mentioned this earlier,’ said Lovelock. ‘Did the doctor not treat you for it?’

         ‘I can’t remember seeing a doctor,’ said Mousebeard. ‘So maybe he did. Besides, it’s only just started to swell up. It’s unimportant. I’m sure I’ll survive.’

         
         ‘I don’t think unimportant is the right word,’ said Lovelock. ‘But anyway, you know best, I’m sure. Shall we all take a seat?’

         The dining room was of a modest size, which was unusual for anything owned by Lovelock. It was decorated beautifully, however, with dark red walls, heavily framed paintings, and brass chandeliers descending from the ceiling. The table was laid to impress, and Mousebeard sat next to the Mayor, who immediately called for a servant to fill up his glass of wine.

         ‘So tomorrow morning,’ said Lady Pettifogger, ‘the procession to the Ceremony starts at eleven. Are we joining the Royal Cavalcade, Isiah?’

         ‘I’ve discussed this with the Queen’s people,’ he replied. ‘I’ve told them I’d rather arrive after. I think it only fair, and besides, I’m not keen on big fanfares.’

         ‘There’s going to be a big procession?’ asked Mousebeard.

         ‘From Grandview down to the Mouse Trading Hall,’ said Mayor Gumpino. ‘This curfew is going to make it much easier to erect barriers and the likes, I must say. We couldn’t have planned it better ourselves.’
         

         ‘We all have something to thank Mousebeard for then,’ said Lovelock.

         ‘Do you really think he’s here?’ asked Lady Pettifogger.

         ‘Only he would have done something so heinous as attempt to kill the Golden Mice,’ said Lovelock.

         ‘I agree,’ said the Mayor. ‘It’s lucky that their special cage protected them.’

         ‘What do you think, Count?’ said Lady Pettifogger.

         Mousebeard scratched his numb hand.

         ‘It wouldn’t surprise me if he was here,’ he said, playing along. ‘If he didn’t attack the Exhibition, then I’d be hard-pressed to think of anyone else who’d do such a thing.’
         

         ‘Quite,’ said Lovelock.

         ‘Well, rest assured,’ said the Mayor, ‘General Mordiford is searching Old Town tonight. Doors will be opened; people will be questioned. I’ve been informed that he’s even sending a company into the slums!’

         ‘About time too,’ said Lady Pettifogger, delighted. ‘That place is a blight on the beauty of Old Town.’

         Mousebeard’s heart froze. His friends could still be there.

         
         ‘Dinner is served!’ exclaimed the butler, walking into the room followed by two servants with giant silver dishes in their hands.

         ‘Excellent news!’ said Mayor Gumpino. ‘Three cheers for food!’
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         ‘They’re not here,’ said Isla, returning to Algernon on the roadside outside her house.

         ‘But where can they be?’ he said. ‘There’s nowhere else they could have gone.’

         Isla held up her hand for Algernon.

         ‘Come on in,’ she said. ‘It’s dark, we can’t stay out on the streets.’

         Algernon thought for a moment, then lowered himself to the ground.

         ‘What about the horses?’ he said.

         ‘Untether them and bring them into the garden. We can tie them up and put blankets over their backs. They’ll be all right.’

         ‘OK,’ he said.

         Once everything had been sorted, they walked into the house and lit a number of oil lamps.
         

         ‘We’re all lost,’ said Algernon taking his leather hat out of his pocket and pulling it firmly down over his head. He’d missed wearing it. ‘I’m fed up with all this hiding and secretive nonsense.’

         ‘Come and sit down,’ said Isla. ‘I’ll make you some tea.’

         ‘Thanks,’ he said.

         Isla showed him through the hallway and into a room filled with mousing implements. Even the roof was cluttered with tools hanging from hooks. It immediately stirred something in Algernon.

         ‘My word,’ he said. ‘Look at all this! Some of these traps would catch an Elephant Mouse!’

         Isla laughed and left the room.

         ‘I’ll be back in just a minute,’ she said.

         Algernon poked around at a few of the bizarre clockwork machines lying around his feet. Harpoons and blunderbusses hung from the walls, small barrels of mousebait were lined up below the window. He loved inventions and machines, and if he hadn’t been so preoccupied with the whereabouts of Emiline, Scratcher and Mousebeard, he’d have been in heaven.

         
         When Isla returned, she was carrying two cups, one of them badly chipped.

         ‘I’m not suited to entertaining,’ she said, passing Algernon a cup. ‘I don’t have all the goods!’

         ‘It’s better than what we’ve been used to in the slums,’ he said.

         ‘I’d like to hope so,’ she replied.

         Isla took a drink from her tea and then asked Algernon something that had been bothering her for a day now.

         ‘Just how did you get into Old Town without being caught?’

         ‘We landed at Smuggler’s Cove,’ he replied.

         ‘I’ve never heard of it.’

         ‘There is a tunnel that runs from a disused well in the marshes all the way to a hidden cove a mile along the coast from the docks. It was used to import illegal mice into Old Town – back in the days when Old Town was the Mousing capital of the world. It’s forgotten about now, but Jonathan and I used it all the time when we were students at the Academy. We landed there a few days ago so as not to be seen.’

         ‘Do you think the Mousekeepers may have gone there? Is it safe?’
         

         Algernon suddenly realised what he’d been missing.

         ‘You might have something there!’ he said.

         ‘So first thing tomorrow we head to the Cove.’

         ‘I agree,’ he replied. ‘And then we look for Jonathan. With Drewshank landing in the morning, we’ll need our man Mousebeard to be at the Ceremony, otherwise this will all have been for nothing.’
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         ‘That was delicious food!’ said the Mayor.

         ‘The cook is passable,’ said Lovelock. ‘It pains me that they’ll be out of a job soon, but what can I do?’

         Mousebeard was feeling better for having eaten, but he was exhausted. His energy seemed to be slipping away faster by the hour. He drank down a glass of water and wiped his mouth.

         ‘How do you feel now, Count Otto?’ asked Lady Pettifogger.

         ‘Better,’ he said, not being wholly truthful. ‘But I might have to retire to my room shortly.’

         ‘Understandable,’ said Lovelock. ‘You can sleep well in knowing I’ve arranged a seat for you at the closing ceremony tomorrow.’
         

         ‘You have? I’m indebted to you,’ replied Mousebeard. He’d now not have to break in at least, and no matter what happened, he’d be able to reveal all in front of Lovelock, the Illyrians and the world.

         ‘It’s nothing,’ said Lovelock. ‘Lady Pettifogger would never have forgiven me. I’ll organise a carriage for you in the morning, so you can join the royal procession.’

         ‘Thank you …’ said Mousebeard.

         ‘I can’t wait!’ said Mayor Gumpino gleefully. ‘It will be the highlight of my time in office!’

         Suddenly everyone heard the bell ringing at the front door. The chimes slowly faded and the sedate tones of the butler drifted to the dining room.

         ‘Who could be calling at this time of night?’ said Lady Pettifogger.

         ‘Especially with the curfew?’ added the Mayor.

         Lovelock rose to his feet, and walked out of the room.

         ‘A strange turn of events!’ said the Mayor.

         ‘Isiah never stops,’ said Pettifogger. ‘It wouldn’t surprise me if it was something to do with work. There is a new edition of the Mousehunter’s Almanac being published this year, and you know how he likes to keep in control of his work.’
         

         The dining room door opened and Lovelock appeared again.

         ‘I’m afraid I’m required on urgent business,’ said Lovelock, stepping through the doorway. ‘I understand it’s quite rude of me, but it can’t be helped. Please feel free to stay and enjoy my wine.’

         The Mayor seemed quite happy with the situation.

         ‘Another drink, Count?’ he said.

         ‘No, thank you,’ replied Mousebeard. ‘I really should be heading to bed.’

         Lady Pettifogger turned to Isiah.

         ‘Do you need any help?’ she asked.

         ‘Not just yet, but I may well do later,’ he replied. ‘Otherwise, if you need anything, just ask my butler.’

         He left the room and his guests, and headed upstairs.

         ‘He really never stops! Planning this or that, or that and this,’ said the Mayor. ‘But then, it’s a busy time for all.’

         ‘It must be,’ said Mousebeard. ‘I must go. I’m sorry for not keeping you company longer …’

         
         ‘Rest well!’ said Lady Pettifogger.

         ‘Yes!’ said Mayor Gumpino. ‘I’ll see you in the morning. We can travel to the Hall together!’

         ‘That would be a pleasure,’ said Mousebeard, lying through his teeth, and he left the room and saw the butler outside.

         ‘Everything satisfactory, sir?’ asked the butler.

         ‘Yes, fine, thank you,’ he replied, reaching the stairs.

         He was about to walk up to his room, when he heard a clatter, and a series of bumps and bangs from upstairs. He peered up the staircase, trying to catch a glimpse of what was going on.

         ‘Strange …’ he said.

         ‘That’s just Mr Lovelock shutting the doors and windows,’ said the butler. ‘He doesn’t like to leave these things open.’

         ‘Oh, I see,’ said Mousebeard unconvinced.

         ‘I’ll go and see if he’s in need of anything, however.’

         Mousebeard let the butler pass while making his way to his room. He walked in and left the door slightly ajar, determined to find out more. If only his exhaustion hadn’t sent him to sleep within minutes of sitting down
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            The Nightshade Mouse
            

            POSSIBLY THE MOST POISONOUS OF ALL MICE, THIS SMALL, GREASY-FURRED animal has deadly venom housed within its bite. Found in the balmy rainforests of the Himmel Archipelago, the Nightshade Mouse usually preys on larger mice, but it is well known for attacking humans if they enter its territory. Just one bite has enough power to kill three adults, and despite much research, an antidote is yet to be created.
            

             

            MOUSING NOTES
            

             

            The Nightshade Mouse’s venom is slow to take effect, and lulls any victim into a false sense of security. As the venom steadily spreads from the bite to the whole body, it brings paralysis to its prey, turning affected areas black and eventually shutting down vital organs.
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            True Colours

         

         ‘SO WE MEET AGAIN,’ SAID LOVELOCK.
         

         He walked back and forth like a Slime-toothed Fang Mouse waiting for its ailing prey to die. Emiline had once worked as Lovelock’s mousekeeper, but much had happened since then.

         ‘Don’t say a word, Scratcher,’ ordered Emiline.

         They were both tied to chairs, their hands bound at the back.

         Scratcher didn’t reply. He was too occupied trying to stop the ropes rubbing at his wrists to care about Isiah Lovelock.

         ‘Be like this for as long as you want,’ said Lovelock. ‘It won’t make things any easier for you.’


         ‘You’re both wanted for crimes against Old Town,’ said General Mordiford, stepping away from the window. ‘You’ll be hanged for sure.’

         Emiline felt her heart race. She couldn’t let her will break – she wouldn’t let them get to her.

         ‘You don’t scare me,’ she said bravely.

         ‘Perhaps,’ said Lovelock. ‘But if you’re not scared now, you will be.’

         He lifted up a mousebox that was lying on the floor and opened the lid. His long fingers dropped inside and pulled out a very frightened Grey Mouse by the base of its ragged tail. It was Portly.

         ‘You like this creature, don’t you?’ said Lovelock.

         Emiline started to choke. Scratcher looked at her and noticed the fear in her eyes.

         ‘Leave him alone!’ said Scratcher. ‘I thought you liked mice. Put him back!’

         Lovelock snorted out a dry laugh.

         ‘Mice are everything and nothing,’ he said. ‘It’s all in the perception. Grey Mice are ten-a-schilling. The world won’t miss a Grey Mouse.’

         Portly squirmed, wriggling from side to side. He let out a frightened squeak. Emiline felt tears reach her eyes.
         

         ‘Now come on, Mr Lovelock, let’s not be too hasty,’ said the General, trying to win the trust of Emiline. ‘You can see how much that mouse means to her.’

         Lovelock lowered Portly back into the mousebox and returned it to the floor.

         ‘It’s wrong of me, I know,’ he said.

         ‘But they can still reveal the whereabouts of Mousebeard,’ said the General walking around to stand before the Mousekeepers.

         ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ snarled Emiline.

         ‘You’re just prolonging the agony,’ said Lovelock calmly. ‘Make things easy on yourself.’

         General Mordiford lowered himself to Emiline’s level. He stared at her straight in the eyes, but sensed that there was no way she would break.

         ‘Where is he?’ he barked finally, his foul breath blasting against Emiline’s face.

         ‘I don’t know!’ she growled.

         ‘Or won’t tell?’ said the General.

         ‘I don’t know!’ she said once more.


         The General squeezed Emiline’s jaw, his fingers tightening, digging into her face.

         ‘The more you squeeze,’ she spat, ‘the more I hate you, and the less likely it is that I’ll tell you anything!’

         The General backed off and stood next to Lovelock. They both looked at Emiline and Scratcher like they were dirt on the bottom of their boots.

         ‘And you don’t know either?’ said Lovelock to Scratcher.

         ‘Even if I did I wouldn’t tell you,’ he said.

         Lovelock shook his head.

         ‘That’s not good enough,’ he said. ‘There’s no way out for you. Not now, not ever. As soon as you ventured down this path with Mousebeard you were heading to your demise.’

         ‘I used to admire you,’ said Emiline. ‘Everything you’d achieved made me want to work for you, aspire to be you. But all you’ve done is show yourself as you really are – a horrible man, with no good in you at all.’

         Lovelock took a deep, sneering breath. With a final, poisonous look towards Emiline, he picked up the mousebox.

         ‘Open the window, General.’


         General Mordiford agreed, knowing what was to come.

         ‘Don’t,’ said Emiline, pleading.

         Lovelock walked to the wall and held the Mousebox through the small window. He turned back to Emiline.

         ‘Your words are nothing,’ he said, releasing his grip. The mousebox clattered on to the windowsill before falling to the ground five floors below. ‘And, just like your Grey Mouse, you are now nothing …’
         

         Emiline started to cry. She didn’t want to. She wanted to be as strong as she could, but she had no willpower left. Portly was her best friend, and she couldn’t be strong.

         Lovelock looked at her disapprovingly.

         ‘So now you care,’ he said. ‘Well, it’s too late. I’ve had enough of this. I’m sure they know something, General, so do your best to find out.’

         ‘Of course,’ he replied.

         ‘Don’t you touch her!’ yelled Scratcher.

         General Mordiford’s eyes caught his and Scratcher felt as though a tonne of bricks had fallen on him from a great height.

         ‘Your courage should be heartwarming,’ said Lovelock, walking out of the room. ‘But it leaves me cold.’


         As the door slammed shut, the room seemed to grow darker around Emiline and Scratcher. An oil lamp flickered with the rush of air, and General Mordiford looked even more brutish.

         ‘Without Mr Lovelock here, you are prisoners of the Old Town Guard. Which means our rules apply. Has anyone ever told you about what happens to enemies of the Old Town Guard?’
         

         ‘You treat them like scum,’ said Scratcher.

         ‘Pretty close,’ said the General.

         ‘You don’t scare me,’ said Scratcher.

         ‘But you should be scared,’ said the General. ‘Very scared.’
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         Lovelock walked along the corridor and entered his office. His butler was waiting for him.

         ‘They won’t talk,’ said Lovelock, marching over to his desk. ‘They have strong wills for children.’

         ‘What do you need me to do?’

         Lovelock was about to light a cigarette when Lady Pettifogger knocked at the office door.


         ‘Isiah?’ she asked. ‘Is everything in order?’

         ‘Come in,’ he said reclining.

         She walked through and found him staring at the huge map on his wall.

         ‘We’ve caught two of Mousebeard’s allies,’ he said. ‘Two children.’

         ‘Is one of them a girl with blonde hair?’ she asked.

         ‘You met her?’ said Lovelock.

         ‘She’s an incredible pain,’ said Pettifogger. ‘When she tried to rescue your old butler on Hamlyn, she caused all sorts of problems.’

         Lady Pettifogger paused before realising the greater meaning of Emiline’s capture.

         ‘Ohhh,’ said Lady Pettifogger. ‘But that means Mousebeard really is here!’

         Lovelock shuffled a few papers.

         ‘Maybe you could try talking to the prisoners?’ he asked Lady Pettifogger. ‘They’re not telling us a thing.’

         ‘It’s worth a try,’ she said. ‘They’re only children after all.’

         ‘The General’s with them now, working his magic,’ said Lovelock. ‘He could probably do with a break.’

         ‘No sooner said than done!’ said Lady Pettifogger.


         As she left the room and closed the door behind her, Lovelock stood up and walked to his window.

         ‘I want to alter some of my plans,’ he said. ‘Mousebeard is up to something, I can feel it.’

         ‘I wondered if that might be the case,’ said the butler.

         ‘I just can’t take the risk. Not now. My men are trustworthy, aren’t they?’

         ‘The best,’ said the butler. ‘The events of this morning went as planned.’

         ‘It’s almost as if I was psychic,’ replied Lovelock. ‘The bomb created the perfect cover for me, and also made life difficult for Mousebeard.’

         ‘It’s proved very effective, sir. It certainly helped get the Old Town Guard on our side.’

         ‘And that’s the most useful thing. I must say, without Lord Battersby, they’ve not been so willing to follow our every word, no matter what the Mayor believes. But Mordiford has come on board brilliantly since this morning. Will the men work throughout the night?’

         ‘If the money’s right they’ll sell their mothers,’ said the butler.

         Lovelock laughed, in his sneering, breathless way.


         ‘Excellent,’ he said. ‘And remember, not a word to anyone. Not Lady Pettifogger, nor Mordiford … No one!’

         ‘You don’t even have to say, sir. I will see to it.’
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         There was banging. Loud banging.

         Isla woke with a start. Her long hair clung to her face, and she tried not to choke on it. She pulled her legs round to the side of the bed and slid her feet into her long boots. The banging continued.

         ‘Who is it?’ she muttered.

         She was still fully dressed and she threw her mousing belt around her waist and left her bedroom. The long staircase seemed even longer in the dark, and she plodded down, unaware that Algernon was standing in the hall, pressed to the wall. When she finally saw him, he had one finger held to his lips, hopefully with the intention of keeping her quiet.

         ‘What?’ she mumbled. ‘What is it?’

         Algernon rolled his eyes. The banging at the door started again.

         ‘Open the door!’ shouted a voice from outside.


         ‘It’s the Guard,’ whispered Algernon.

         ‘Who is it?’ said Isla.

         Algernon put his head in his hands.

         ‘The Old Town Guard!’ replied the voice. ‘We’re searching all of Old Town for security matters. If you don’t let us in, we’ll break down your door.’

         ‘I’ve been here before,’ said Algernon, ruefully.

         ‘Don’t worry,’ whispered Isla. ‘They won’t find anything. Just be calm, go upstairs and lie in my bed. Pretend to be asleep!’

         She roughed up her hair, untucked her shirt and made herself look as though she’d been disturbed from her sleep, which, of course, she had. She waited a second for Algernon to go upstairs, and then walked to the door and opened it slowly.

         ‘Hello?’ she said, peering around the door.

         ‘Sorry to disturb you, madam,’ said the soldier. He was a stern man, with a look of determination that would see him rise through the military ranks without any hassle. Ten others huddled behind him in a group. ‘But orders are orders.’

         Isla blinked sleepily, and opened the door wide to let them through.
         

         ‘Do you know who I am?’ she drawled, as though still fast asleep.

         ‘No, madam,’ replied the soldier, walking in. ‘But we’ll try not to be long.’

         As the others entered the hallway and spread out into the rooms, one of them stopped to stare at Isla.

         ‘Oh my …’ he said, nervously. ‘You’re Isla Halberd …’

         The man turned away so as not to see her in such a dishevelled state.

         ‘I’m so, so sorry,’ he said, speaking to the wall. ‘I saw your talk yesterday at the Exhibition while on duty … You were marvellous … Oh, I’m so sorry!’

         Isla’s tactic had worked. Being a famous Mousehunter could sometimes be a useful tool.

         ‘Security matters?’ she said, as the last soldier entered the house and vanished down the hallway.

         The embarrassed soldier started to speak again.

         ‘Mousebeard’s thought to be in hiding,’ he said. ‘We’re scouring every house in the city.’

         ‘That’ll take you for ever,’ she replied.

         ‘We’ve been going for hours already,’ said the man. ‘I’m just so sorry to bother you, Ms Halberd.’
         

         Suddenly another soldier shouted from upstairs.

         ‘Who’s this in the bed?’

         Isla looked incredibly angry. She raised her eyebrow to the soldier in front of her, who immediately understood that that wasn’t a question anyone should be asking.

         ‘That’s all right sir!’ shouted the soldier by the door. ‘I know he’s not important. We should leave Ms Halberd alone now.’

         The soldier stomped down the stairs.

         ‘What!’ he barked.

         ‘She’s Isla Halberd …’ pleaded the soldier, trying to obey orders while not embarrassing Isla. ‘She’s not on Mousebeard’s side!’

         ‘We do not make concessions for anybody!’

         Isla Halberd sighed aloud.

         ‘Have you found anything then?’ she said.

         ‘No,’ replied the soldier. ‘Only a snoring man, and he looked helpless.’

         ‘You’re not far wrong there,’ she said.

         The soldier saluted her then called out to his men to leave the building.


         ‘Nice to have met you,’ said Isla to the embarrassed soldier, as he shuffled out of the door. He was blushing profusely.

         As Isla closed the door, and the house returned to peace and quiet, Algernon wandered down the stairs.

         ‘The cheek!’ he said, grumbling. ‘And did they think … well … you and me?’

         Isla laughed.

         ‘I might have tried to create that air …’ she said.

         ‘Right …’ said Algernon.

         ‘I hate to be the bringer of bad news,’ she said, ‘but things are suddenly a lot more dangerous than we’d hoped.’

         
         

         

         
            
               [image: ]
               

            

            The Moustachioed Mouse
            

            THE MOUSTACHIOED MOUSE IS AN EXTRAVAGANT CREATURE, PRIZED BY collectors of fancy mice. This rodent’s whiskers grow extremely long and roll up at the ends like a handlebar moustache. The Moustachioed Mouse is most commonly found in small communities, living under floorboards of popular drinking establishments and public buildings. The reason for its choice of home seems to be that it likes noise and the atmosphere associated with gatherings of people.
            

             

            MOUSING NOTES 
            

             

            This mouse requires a comfortable, well-ventilated home, and it’s known to become quite discombobulated without the sound of humans nearby. It should also never be kept alone – a group of at least ten Moustachioed Mice is preferable – and its housing should be kept in a busy spot in your home, such as a hallway.
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               [image: ] 
               

            
 
            A Spot of Ram Raiding

         
 
         THE STONEBREAKER SAILED MAJESTICALLY AROUND THE rugged coast of Midena on its way to Old Town. Devlin Drewshank was determined to succeed.
         
 
         ‘How are we doing for time?’ he said.
 
         Drewshank’s first mate, Fenwick, rushed to his side. His pet mouse, Trumper, was hanging acrobatically from his tie, emitting small but potent fumes as he swung from side to side.
 
         ‘We’re fine,’ said Fenwick. ‘My reckonings suggest we’ll make it earlier than hoped.’
 
         Clouds were scudding across the sky, travelling on the wind with much the same speed as Drewshank’s ship, whose sails were puffed out to the full.
 
          
         ‘Come on, men!’ said Drewshank. ‘Let’s get as much speed out of her as we can.’
 
         ‘Indigo!’ shouted Fenwick.
 
         The Illyrian prince climbed down the rigging and arrived at Drewshank’s side. His black pony-tail was swept back as usual, and he was ready to confront whatever was awaiting him.
 
         ‘We’re almost there,’ said Drewshank. ‘You’re comfortable with the plan?’
 
         ‘Totally,’ he said.
 
         Ever since Indigo had come clean about being an Illyrian spy to Mousebeard back on Norgammon, he’d been waiting for the opportunity to redeem himself. He was more than ready to make up for lying to them all.
 
         ‘We break through the barrier,’ he said, ‘and I do my best to find my father. Simple.’
 
         ‘I’ve always liked your confidence!’ said Drewshank. ‘In his letter, Algernon noted that the Illyrian ships – your ships – are unmissable, apparently.’
         
 
         ‘I should hope so,’ said Indigo. ‘They’re covered in gold, and in this sun you’d see them from miles away.’
 
         ‘Gold?’ said Drewshank, his eyes lighting up.
 
          
         ‘Gold?’ said Fenwick. ‘You Illyrians are gold crazy!’
 
         ‘Thank you,’ said Indigo, smiling.
 
         There was a shout from up high in the rigging.
 
         ‘There she is,’ said Fenwick, peering through a telescope. ‘Old Town …’
 
         The Stonebreaker was smart and well made, just like any other vessel belonging to the Old Town Guard. It was the flagship of the Old Town Guard, and being built for warfare and exploration it was doubly strong and powerful. When Mousebeard and Drewshank took control of it back at Norgammon, after the demise of Lord Battersby, they knew it would serve them well. But what Drewshank had got planned would test even its mighty hull to the limits.
         
 
         ‘Are you sure this will work?’ said Indigo.
 
         ‘No,’ said Drewshank, bluntly.
 
         ‘Harbour’s shut!’ said Fenwick. ‘Totally sealed off! Navy vessels blocking the entrance. Two others patrolling outside, and there are turrets on the battlements …’
 
         ‘Turrets?’ exclaimed Drewshank. ‘Since when?’
 
         ‘ … Turrets with cannons,’ added Fenwick.
         
 
         Drewshank marched to the bow and clutched the ship’s side.
 
          
         ‘This is looking like suicide …’ he said. ‘But we don’t have a choice.’
 
         ‘Just get me through that blockade,’ said Indigo confidently.
 
         Drewshank gripped his forehead and squeezed his eyes tight.
 
         ‘This ship will buy us a little time at least,’ he said. ‘A little time before we’re all arrested and summarily executed.’
 
         ‘Sir!’ said Fenwick. ‘A ship’s turning. They’re coming to greet us!’
 
         Drewshank puffed out his chest.
 
         ‘We do not make contact,’ shouted Drewshank. ‘No one strays from his post, or does so much as look at the Guard’s ships! They’ve got to think that we’re on their side.’
 
         ‘Aye, sir!’ called the crew.
 
         ‘Fenwick, ready the gundeck and the gunners. We only use them as a last resort.’
 
         ‘What’s the last resort?’ asked Fenwick.
 
         ‘Good question,’ replied Drewshank. ‘I’ll let you know.’
 
         With the wind powering it along, the Stonebreaker slipped into the deeper channel of water that led directly into the harbour.
         
 
         ‘Keep us on target!’ shouted Drewshank.
 
         ‘Sir, they’ve raised flags,’ said Fenwick.
 
         Two warships approached. Their speed was slow as they pushed against the wind, but a series of flags had been raised up their main mast and, as Fenwick could tell, they were bearing a welcome message.
 
         ‘They don’t suspect a thing,’ he added. ‘But it won’t be long before they ask questions.’
 
         The huge harbour walls were now a few hundred metres away, and Drewshank could see the barricaded entrance with his own eyes. The ships were all showing their cannons out towards the sea.
 
         ‘Looks like we’ll soon be testing the Stonebreaker’s capabilities,’ said Drewshank. ‘Keep the speed up!’
         
 
         Drewshank walked to the helm and stood next to the pilot; a scruffy, well-built sailor who looked ready for a fight.
 
         ‘Straight on?’ asked the man, gripping the wheel hard.
 
         ‘Straight on,’ said Drewshank. ‘Aim for the barricaded ships. We’ve got to break through no matter what.’
 
          
         ‘The ships? Will this girl hold up, sir?’
 
         Drewshank slapped him on the back playfully.
 
         ‘Don’t worry. They won’t fire till we’re on top of them. And then it’ll be too late.’
 
         The sailor’s eyes lit up at the thought of proper action. Drewshank was starting to question his own confidence, but he was currently hiding it well.
 
         ‘Captain!’ called Indigo, who had secured a sword to his waist. ‘I’m ready.’
 
         Drewshank marched up to him.
 
         ‘Right you are,’ he said. ‘We’ll be right behind you, no matter what. We’re all in this together now.’
 
         Indigo rolled up his sleeves.
 
         ‘If this works,’ said Indigo, ‘you’ll be forever famous amongst the Illyrians. I’ll make sure a statue of you gets built in the Palace courtyard.’
 
         ‘Such flattery!’ exclaimed Drewshank. ‘You know how to spur a man on to greater things! You’d better hold tight.’
 
         Suddenly the sound of cannonfire boomed out from the towers either side of the harbour entrance.
 
         ‘Shots across the bow!’ shouted Fenwick. ‘They’re on to us!’
 
          
         ‘Don’t fire!’ shouted Drewshank. He was now almost able to see the faces of the soldiers in the turrets as the angry puffs of smoke rose high into the air. The harbour entrance was close now, and he got the first glimpse of the Illyrian vessels in the distance, at the far end of the docks. They were huge galleons, decorated in shimmering gold. He couldn’t have missed them if he’d tried.
 
         ‘They’re just testing us, seeing if we’re a threat,’ he said. ‘Wait till the ships in the barricade fire.’
 
         As Drewshank’s words finished, the ships blocking their path fired out, their shots piercing the main sail.
 
         ‘That’ll do for me …’ shouted Drewshank. ‘Fire!’
 
         A huge booming blast erupted from the gundeck as it fired its first broadside. Smoke billowed from its hull, and the turrets on the harbour wall took a pummelling.
 
         Drewshank looked head-on to the barricade.
 
         ‘Brace yourselves, men!’ he shouted. He gripped the sword at his belt and watched the sailors on the ships before him start to panic. They rushed back and forth along the deck at the sight of the massive Stonebreaker careering towards them. A second volley of cannonfire blasted out from the barricade, and Drewshank dropped to the floor to shield himself.
         
 
         ‘Fire!’ he shouted again.
 
         The Stonebreaker’s guns blasted out once more, covering everything in smoke. Cries rang out from the Old Town Guard’s ships, and with a crunching thud, the Stonebreaker rammed bow-first into the barricade. For a split second its hull lifted out of the water, and then slammed down, punching a hole through the barrier of ships. The surprise attack had worked, but now they were in for it.
         
 
         ‘Indigo!’ shouted Drewshank, standing up. ‘What are you waiting for? There they are!’
 
         Indigo looked at the row of golden galleons floating in the harbour. The Illyrian ships were as wonderful a sight as he’d ever witnessed.
 
         ‘You won’t regret this!’ he shouted, before clambering over the ship’s side and diving straight into the icy water.
 
         ‘Arm yourselves, men!’ shouted Drewshank.
 
         A powerful gust of wind pushed the Stonebreaker fully through into the harbour, and it was immediately barraged by cannonfire on both sides.
         
 
         ‘We’ve done it!’ shouted Fenwick. ‘Now we’ve got a fight on our hands! Come on!’
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         The cold sea was freezing Indigo’s skin, but he swam on, each stroke bringing him closer to his country’s ships. Despite the water swirling noisily around his head, he could hear the sound of cannons in the background. Gunshots rang out with greater frequency, and he understood how much danger they’d actually been in.
 
         With one final kick of his legs he reached the first, and grandest of all the golden ships. He floated to the thick chain of the anchor, which easily took his weight, and he pulled himself free of the water, climbing upwards with ease. As he reached the top, he gripped the wooden rail that ran the length of the ship and hauled himself over on to the deck. The solid black wooden floor gave him immediate comfort, but a line of Illyrian troops had been watching the skirmish at the harbour entrance. They were ready for him.
 
         ‘Explain yourself!’ shouted a soldier menacingly, and thrust a golden spear at Indigo’s head. Four more soldiers were now surrounding him.
 
         Indigo remained calm and swept the wet hair from his eyes. He rose to his feet.
         
 
         ‘I am Prince Indigo,’ he said boldly. ‘Take me to the King.’
 
         The soldiers’ faces grew deathly pale as they realised who was before them, and without a second thought they threw themselves to the ground, apologising profusely for not recognising him.
 
         With a loud crack, a door slammed opened from along the deck, and Rodentius, King of Illyria, stepped forth. He was wrapped in a fur-lined cloak, and his fingers were covered in golden rings. His ageing, severe face looked full of outrage at first, but then his surprise turned to joy.
 
         ‘Is this real?’ he said questioningly. ‘Indigo? I haven’t heard from you in so long … I thought the worst.’
 
         A loud burst of cannonfire momentarily caught his attention.
 
         ‘What on earth?’
 
         ‘Father,’ said Indigo, running over to greet him. ‘I’ve got some bad news.’
 
         The King looked troubled.
 
         ‘Bad news?’
 
         ‘It’s the Golden Mice,’ said Indigo, as quickly as he could manage. ‘Lovelock’s fooled all of us … You have to help the people on that ship! They saved my life!’
         
 
         He pointed to the Stonebreaker, which was now fully concealed in a ball of smoke, and drifting closer by the second.
         
 
         ‘Troops!’ ordered Rodentius. ‘Defend that ship!’
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         Algernon and Isla left the house as soon as the first rays of sun lit up the sky, hoping to find Emiline and Scratcher, and the carriage trundled out of the city, heading east along a thin lane towards the secret entrance to Smuggler’s Cove. The lane transformed from cobblestones to dirt track in the space of a few hundred metres, and was unusually quiet, due in most part to it being so early. They made good progress, despite having to halt regularly to let groups of Heavy Hoof Mice cross in front of them.
 
         Once they’d passed Dire Street Prison, its environs clogged with military tents and soldiers, they veered down a steep slope to the marshes. The path wove in and out of scrubby woodland on its way to the coast, and before long Algernon was slowing the carriage.
         
 
         ‘Are we here already?’ asked Isla.
 
         The horses clip-clopped to a standstill, and Algernon dropped down to the ground.
 
         ‘Not quite,’ he said. ‘I want to hide the carriage.’
 
         He led the horses and carriage into a copse of trees, hidden from the lane by a clump of blossoming bushes and thick gorse. Once he’d tied them up, he returned to Isla. She was standing with a mouse in her hand.
 
         ‘What have you found?’ he asked.
 
         ‘A mouse that shouldn’t be here,’ she replied. ‘I’ve never seen a Boffin Mouse in Old Town before.’
 
         ‘Boffins?’ said Algernon.
 
         He looked closer at the mouse, and held out his hand. The mouse bounded over on to it and started sniffing Algernon with such excitement that his first thoughts were proved correct.
 
         ‘Well I never …’ he muttered, scratching his head. ‘It’s one of mine!’
 
         ‘You what?’ said Isla.
 
         ‘One of my Boffin Mice!’ he said. ‘They helped us to gnaw through Mousebeard’s noose on the scaffold at Pirate’s Wharf! If it wasn’t for them, Drewshank, Scratcher and Mousebeard would all be long dead.’
         
 
         The Boffin Mouse leapt from Algernon’s hand and scurried off along the lane, slowing and starting up again when it realised that Algernon was following.
 
         ‘Come on!’ said Algernon.
 
         The pair followed the mouse behind a bush to a jumble of stones from a fallen wall. The Boffin Mouse stood proudly on top; within it was a nest full of young mice. His Boffins had made a home for themselves, and started a family.
 
         Algernon lifted his glasses and wiped a small tear from his eye.
 
         ‘How beautiful!’ said Isla, bending down and holding out her finger for some of the baby mice to sniff.
 
         ‘They’ve survived!’ said Algernon. ‘When I left them behind, I never dreamed I’d see them again.’
 
         ‘Mice are usually pretty good at surviving,’ said Isla.
 
         ‘Yes, yes!’ said Algernon. ‘They really are!’
 
         He gently stroked the top of his mouse’s head and stepped back.
 
         ‘We must press on,’ he said with renewed vigour. ‘I’ve got to find those Mousekeepers!’
         
 
         He walked a little way further down the lane, which was now in the middle of open marshland with dips and hollows providing them cover. They passed a dry stone wall, much of it crumbling, and Algernon skipped around through an old gate opening. The ground was saturated, but stable, and standing there in the open was the low wall of the well.
 
         ‘Here it is!’ he said.
 
         It was at least a metre wide, and the wall circling around it rose to waist height. Algernon stretched over its side and pulled out a rope that had been fastened to a metal bar.
 
         ‘Someone’s definitely been here!’ he said.
 
         ‘The Mousekeepers?’ said Isla.
 
         ‘Only one way to find out!’
 
         Algernon clambered on to the well, holding the rope securely in his hands, and slowly he fed himself downwards into its dark interior. The rope ran down and down, metre by metre, and when Algernon reached the bottom he found an unlit metal lamp waiting for him. The tunnel led off into the distance, and Algernon waited a short while for Isla to reach him. She dropped the last metre, and her feet landed with a squelch on the soggy floor.
         
 
         ‘Watch out for Dropper Mice,’ said Algernon. ‘They’re all over the tunnel ceiling, and they’ll make a right mess of your jacket if they score a direct hit.’
 
         ‘I’ll bear that in mind,’ she said.
 
         Algernon lit the lamp and walked on. The tunnel walls shimmered with slime and damp, and occasionally the flickering reflective eyes of mice erupted out of the gloom. They walked for nearly ten minutes, before a circle of light appeared in the distance. They could hear the gentle roar of the sea, its sound swirling around the tunnel.
 
         ‘There’s the outside,’ said Algernon. ‘Best be on our guard.’
 
         Isla took hold of her Mothma Mousebone Dagger and went on ahead. The opening grew bigger and bigger, and Algernon blew out the lamp as soon as he could feel sea spray on his face. They were at Smuggler’s Cove, but they hadn’t found Emiline and Scratcher.
 
         ‘Crates?’ said Isla.
 
          
         ‘And a boat!’ said Algernon. ‘And it’s not ours …’
 
         Algernon stepped out into the rugged rocky cove, sheer cliffs rising up on every side apart from the narrow opening that led to sea. Some crates were stacked untidily on the sand, and in front of them rested a sleek and stylish wooden boat with a single mast. The small vessel was chained to a boulder and sat at a slight angle, rocking in the breaking waves as they hit the beach.
 
         ‘Smugglers?’ said Isla.
 
         ‘Could be,’ said Algernon, ‘but why leave everything here unguarded?’
 
         ‘If nobody knows about this place, like you said, why would anyone care?’
 
         Algernon dug his knife into a crate and prised open its lid. He delved in, throwing straw to his side, and eventually found a collection of artefacts and documents, all neatly bound. His eyes lit up at the sight of what he’d found.
 
         Suddenly the sound of voices travelled out of the tunnel.
 
         ‘People!’ said Isla, ‘Quick!’
 
         She darted behind a mass of boulders and found herself standing knee deep in a puddle of seawater. A group of tiny Rockpool Mice started snapping at her legs and she flicked at them with her hands. Algernon banged the lid back down on to the crate and ran to the boat. The sail was rolled neatly on the floor at the base of the mast, and he took his knife firmly in hand and dragged it through the sail’s thick material. Back and forth he hacked and slashed, cutting ropes and stitching with ease. As he jumped out and ran for cover, two men appeared from the cave entrance. They carried more crates, and piled them next to the others.
         
 
         ‘What did you do that for?’ whispered Isla. ‘You could have got us caught!’
 
         ‘Just you wait,’ said Algernon, coming to a rest next to Isla. ‘Just you wait.’
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         Drewshank thrust with his sword, narrowly missing the ribs of a soldier. He darted to the left as the soldier lunged forwards, but he soon found himself trapped between the side of the ship and another three attackers. The Old Town Guard had boarded the Stonebreaker, which was now smoking badly from a fire on the gundeck. The two ships that once barricaded the harbour entrance had mustered enough movement to draw alongside, and troops had scaled the Stonebreaker’s hull in droves, battling through the smoke to reach its sailors.
         
 
         Drewshank heard Fenwick’s voice in the distance, calling for him, but he could do nothing. The soldiers had cornered him, rifles aimed at his chest. He placed his sword down and raised his hands in the air.
 
         ‘Name yourself!’ said a soldier.
 
         ‘Devlin Drewshank …’ he replied, stepping back so that he was touching the ship’s side.
 
         ‘Take him away!’ ordered the soldier.
 
         Drewshank was ready to fall backwards off the ship in a vain attempt to save himself, when two men leapt over his shoulder and landed between him and the soldiers. He was surprised and more than a little scared.
 
         ‘Drop your weapons,’ they ordered.
 
         Drewshank looked about him and saw another group of these strange figures leap on to the ship. They were tall, with dark red uniforms and thin golden armour plating covering their chests. Each one wore a terrifying sculpted helmet, which covered their heads entirely but for the left side of their face. Perched atop their shoulders were mice – Striped Sharpclaws with their dagger-like claws raised forward – and Drewshank immediately knew who they were.
         
 
         ‘Illyrians,’ said Drewshank, with a new-found confidence. ‘I’d do as they say.’
 
         The Old Town Guard backed away, as if wanting to avoid confrontation. They lowered their weapons.
 
         ‘You came at just the right time,’ said Drewshank, stretching down to reclaim his sword. He caught sight of the Illyrian soldier next to him, and although he saw part of a smile, the chiselled human features carved on to the other side of the helmet made his blood run cold.
 
         Mr Fenwick suddenly appeared through the smoke holding one of the Old Town Guard in a very firm headlock.
 
         ‘I like these Illyrian soldiers!’ he said cheerfully. His shirt was badly ripped, and sweat was dripping off his forehead, but he was definitely happy.
 
         ‘Me too,’ replied Drewshank, ‘I think …’
 
         One of the Illyrians walked up to Drewshank and looked at him from top to bottom with his one visible eye.
 
          
         ‘Are you Captain Drewshank?’ he asked.
 
         ‘That’s me!’ he replied
 
         ‘King Rodentius of Illyria requests your presence,’ said the soldier. ‘Please do not delay.’
 
         The smoke cleared briefly and Drewshank saw ropes binding the hull of the Stonebreaker to an Illyrian vessel. It wasn’t going anywhere in a hurry.
         
 
         ‘Lower the anchor!’ ordered Drewshank. ‘And put those fires out! I’ve got a meeting with a King!’
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         ‘This is my father,’ said Indigo. ‘King Rodentius.’
 
         Drewshank walked forward and gave a low and extravagant bow. Rodentius had a striking curved nose, and long, silvery-grey hair. He resembled Indigo in many ways, in particular the bright eyes. The most impressive thing about him, though, was the shimmering Golden Mouse that lounged on his shoulder. Rodentius smiled and offered Drewshank a warm handshake.
 
         ‘I owe you a great debt for rescuing my son,’ he said. ‘But I am concerned for this situation we find ourselves in.’
 
          
         ‘The Golden Mice?’ said Drewshank.
 
         ‘Prince Indigo described all he has witnessed in Hamlyn and around the Great Sea,’ replied the King. ‘The breeding centres, the unnatural Golden Mice and the ruthless plan to profit from their fur.’
 
         Rodentius walked to the edge of the luxurious cabin and peered through the small window. The Old Town Guard had amassed on the quayside, and although they’d stopped their attack on the Stonebreaker, they were lined up in defence.
         
 
         ‘I find it hard to believe that our trust and friendship could have been so ruthlessly betrayed,’ he added. ‘Lovelock had promised us the mice would be cared for. They are, as you know, sacred, and more important than life itself.’
 
         ‘Well,’ said Drewshank, ‘Isiah Lovelock is pretty good at fooling people. I should know.’
 
         ‘But I am the King of Illyria!’ said Rodentius forcefully.
 
         For a second Drewshank felt ill at ease.
 
         ‘Yes, of course,’ he said hurriedly in response. ‘Has the Prince told you about Mousebeard’s intention to ruin Lovelock?’
 
          
         ‘He has,’ said the King, ‘and I will not be party to such an act.’
 
         ‘I’m sorry?’ said Drewshank, suddenly fearful.
 
         ‘I don’t like to be made an example of. It’s not simply Lovelock who would be embarrassed by this, it is the Illyrian people as well.’
 
         King Rodentius’s mind was set, and Drewshank felt hope fading.
 
         ‘I shall be in attendance at the Ceremony,’ said Rodentius, ‘but I will respond in my own way. As much as I appreciate Mousebeard’s help in these matters, he would do well to stay out of things that don’t concern him.’
 
         Drewshank turned to Indigo for support, but there was none coming.
 
         ‘I don’t think it’s Mousebeard’s wish to cause a stir,’ said Drewshank. ‘He only wants the truth to be told and for as many people as possible to hear it.’
 
         ‘And I would rather the truth was kept secret,’ said the King. ‘Like I said, I will deal with this my own way.’
 
         ‘Which is?’ said Drewshank, butting in. Now he really had stepped out of line.
 
          
         ‘Please leave now, Drewshank,’ said the King sternly. ‘We are expected at the Ceremony within the hour, and there is much to do.’
 
         Drewshank raised his hands in frustration and gave a brisk bow.
 
         ‘Yes, Your Majesty,’ he said.
 
         Drewshank knew there was trouble on the cards.
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         Mousebeard was seated with Mayor Gumpino on the ground floor of Lovelock’s mansion, waiting for a carriage to take them to the ceremony. His hand was now fully covered in black bruising and immovable, and to keep it out of the way he’d tied it to his chest under his jacket using a long piece of cloth.
 
         ‘Good morning,’ said Lady Pettifogger, leaning around the door. ‘Sorry not to have joined you for breakfast, but I decided to have a lie-in.’
 
         ‘You look tired,’ said Gumpino. ‘Bad night?’
 
         ‘Nothing too serious,’ she replied. ‘We captured two of Mousebeard’s friends last night, and I helped with the questioning.’
 
          
         ‘Mousebeard?’ said Mayor Gumpino. ‘So he is in town!’
 
         ‘His friends?’ said Mousebeard.
 
         Lady Pettifogger entered the room a little further.
 
         ‘Two of his Mousekeepers,’ she said. ‘Just children … small fry, unfortunately. But we got a little information from them. I don’t believe they have much of an idea of what he plans.’
 
         ‘Blast,’ said the Mayor.
 
         ‘Your carriage is here,’ said the butler, arriving at the door.
 
         Lady Pettifogger stepped out of the way.
 
         ‘At least he’s got fewer friends to help him now,’ she said. ‘And the Guard is fully aware of everything, so there’s nothing to fear.’
 
         ‘Ah, wonderful,’ said the Mayor. ‘Some good news at least!’
 
         Mousebeard used his cane to help him to his feet, and followed the Mayor from the room. His heart was torn. If he walked upstairs to free Emiline and Scratcher, there was no way to implicate Lovelock in the Golden Mice conspiracy. This was the one and only chance he would ever get to clear his and everyone else’s name.
 
          
         When he left the building, he felt like a selfish traitor. His spirits were already low, but knowledge of the fate of his friends was crushing him even more. Mayor Gumpino stood for a second outside the mansion, staring out to sea over the rooftops of the city.
 
         ‘A glorious day for Old Town, don’t you think?’ he said.
 
         Mousebeard now had nothing but bitterness inside.
 
         ‘The glory is all yours, Mayor,’ he said, clambering into the carriage.
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         ‘Excuse me, sir,’ said General Mordiford, a Messenger Mouse in his hands. ‘I’ve just received a worrying report of a skirmish at the docks.’
 
         Lovelock paused on the road outside his mansion. A carriage waiting to take him to the Ceremony was parked next to him and he should have left five minutes ago. Lady Pettifogger was already waiting patiently inside.
 
         ‘Mousebeard?’ he said quietly.
 
         ‘No sir. Only one name confirmed, that of Devlin Drewshank.’
 
         Lovelock sighed.
 
          
         ‘I wondered when I’d see him again.’
         
 
         ‘There were others too, sir, but the Illyrians intervened before we could take them prisoner.’
 
         ‘The Illyrians?’ said Lovelock, getting more concerned by the second. ‘But why would they do such a thing?’
 
         ‘I don’t know, but my men responded as was asked of them. We’ve left them alone so as not to cause a scene. Of more importance is the fact that Devlin Drewshank was captaining the Stonebreaker – a ship of the Old Town Guard.’
         
 
         Lovelock looked towards the carriage and its sole occupant.
 
         ‘But that was Lord Battersby’s ship …’ he whispered, so as not to be heard by Lady Pettifogger.
 
         ‘Exactly, sir,’ said the General.
 
         ‘And there’s no sign of Battersby?’
 
         The General shook his head.
 
         ‘This is bad news,’ said Lovelock, spitting slightly. ‘If Drewshank is in town, knowing as he does of the bounty on his head, then something is definitely afoot.’
 
         ‘Yes sir,’ said the General.
 
         ‘May I ask that you keep this news from Beatrice?’ said Lovelock. ‘Until we know for sure?’
         
 
         ‘That’s probably wise,’ said General Mordiford. ‘And I know it might not go down too well, but if Mousebeard’s target really is you, then you should remain here. Old Town is clearly not safe.’
 
         ‘Yes,’ said Lovelock, thoughtfully. ‘I should. You’re absolutely right. I should feign illness, that would work.’
 
         The General agreed.
 
         ‘And I’ll send a battalion of troops to protect Grandview,’ he said. ‘While eyes are focused on Merchants’ Square, it would be the ideal opportunity to attack. You’d be left open up here.’
 
         ‘Thank you,’ said Lovelock. ‘If you would travel with Lady Pettifogger to the Mouse Trading Hall and personally see that she is safe, then I will be most grateful. I wouldn’t want her to miss the Ceremony after all she’s done.’
 
         ‘Certainly.’
 
         Lovelock walked over to the carriage and clutched his chest.
 
         ‘Beatrice,’ he said, opening the door. ‘I am feeling unwell. I think I’ll have to stay behind.’
 
          
         ‘Oh my,’ said Lady Pettifogger. ‘But this is a terrible shame!’
 
         ‘I know, I’m sorry,’ he replied, breathing heavily. ‘Please apologise to the King and Queen for me. You will tell them for me in person, won’t you?’
 
         ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘But who will look after you? You look quite dreadful.’
 
         ‘I’ll be fine. I just need to rest. I presume it’s all the work I’ve done of late that’s taken it out of me. General Mordiford will travel with you and see that you get there swiftly.’
 
         Lovelock gestured to the General, who walked alongside and stepped past him into the carriage.
 
         ‘I’ll see you upon your return,’ said Lovelock, as he closed the door. ‘I hope the Ceremony goes well.’
 
         The carriage pulled away, and Lovelock returned to the door of his mansion, where his butler was waiting.
 
         ‘It’s time to make our move,’ he said calmly.
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            The Rigwort Mouse
            
 
            THE RIGWORT MOUSE IS LONG EXTINCT, AND KNOWN ONLY FROM A  single specimen found beautifully preserved in the peat bogs of Gru on the west coast of Midena. Strands of hair still exist on the small leathery body, and scientists believe that it once had a full mane of ginger fur.
            
 
            This creature is thought to date back to nearly six thousand years, and is known as the Rigwort Mouse because of the undigested Rigwort seeds found inside its stomach. Other notable traits are its minute forepaws, which would have been perfect for tearing the husks from small seeds.
            
 
             
 
            MOUSING NOTES 
            

             

            Kept in an airtight glass case in the Royal Mousing Museum in Pirese, the fragile remains of the Rigwort Mouse are to be displayed for the first time at the International Mousing Exhibition, which takes place in Old Town later this year.
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            The Closing Ceremony

         

         THE PROCESSION WOUND THROUGH THE STREETS OF Old Town. With crowds lining the way, members of the Guard marched either side of the King and Queen for security. It was extremely unusual to see the Midenean royalty, and the whole of Old Town was on the streets to admire them in their finery. Perched high upon a golden carriage drawn by six white horses, the King and Queen clutched their long-haired Sceptre Mice, and stroked them regally as they progressed. A chorus of trumpets followed their movements, parping and parumping as loudly as possible. If there was any place that could put on such a spectacle, it was Old Town.
         

         The route was planned with precision. It bypassed the slums by a great distance, avoided any troublesome areas, and travelled down towards Merchants’ Square without so much as a rotten egg thrown from the crowd. Carriages lined up behind the royal consort, Mousebeard inside one of them, along with the Mayor, who was giddy with excitement.
         

         ‘All these people cheering us along,’ said Gumpino, whose cheeks were glowing despite the absence of any wine in his belly. ‘Just marvellous!’

         Mousebeard sat quietly. Memories of his walk to the scaffold haunted him, and the cheering masses of Old Town gave him no joy at all.

         ‘Do you not feel weighed down by all that gold around your neck?’ he asked. ‘I’d find it quite restrictive.’

         ‘Ha!’ laughed the Mayor. ‘I’d feel half the man without it. Besides, it’s what the people expect of me. They want their leaders to set an example, and guide them on how to dress.’

         ‘How many Golden Mice would it take to make one of those chains?’ asked Mousebeard.

         ‘Oh, at least a few thousand,’ said the Mayor, playfully. ‘Not that I’d know, though …’

         
         ‘Of course not,’ replied Mousebeard. ‘Of course not …’

         The carriages steadily passed through the streets, and as they reached Merchants’ Square, a barrage of fireworks shot up into the air. Streetwalkers, standing high up on stilts, paraded around in huge mouse costumes, and as the King and Queen’s carriage arrived at the doors to the Exhibition, they stepped over the carriages to create a long tunnel of mice.

         A column of soldiers walked from the Hall, and lined the path towards the main doors. They lifted trumpets to their mouths and started to play.

         Mousebeard’s carriage slowed to a halt and the door was opened for him. He struggled to lower himself with one arm, and with the aid of a soldier he was soon standing alongside the Mayor, and joining the procession into the Hall.
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         Drewshank wandered out into the open air from below decks with an exceptionally long piece of fuse in his hand. It stretched all the way to the hull, where it was attached to barrels of gunpowder amassed in the hold. Fenwick was surveying the advance of Illyrian soldiers towards the Old Town Gate.
         

         ‘What’s going on?’ said Fenwick. ‘Is it time for the ceremony?’

         ‘I can’t help thinking it’s a bit of a worry that all the army is going,’ Drewshank replied.

         ‘Think it’s trouble, sir?’

         ‘I think that’s an understatement,’ said Drewshank.

         He pulled the fuse to chest height, and got ready to light it.

         ‘OK, everyone!’ shouted Drewshank.

         His crew gathered around him.

         ‘You’ve all done your bit,’ he said aloud, ‘but now it’s time for Fenwick and me to go find our friends. You can go where you like, do what you want, and if you ever need anything … well, you’re resourceful chaps, and I’m sure you’ll manage just fine. I’d probably stay clear of Old Town for the time being, though …’

         ‘Aye, sir!’ shouted everyone.

         Drewshank waited as they climbed on to precariously placed gangplanks stretching across to the golden galleons. A skeleton crew of Illyrians remained on their vessels, and let everyone pass as they filed across and down on to the quay. Once everyone was gone, Drewshank lit the fuse.
         

         ‘Now it’s time to make our exit,’ he said, grabbing his sword.

         Fenwick took Trumper from his shoulder and tucked him in his pocket, and they left the Stonebreaker with no intention of returning.
         

         Inch by inch the fuse burnt, travelling slowly down through the decks until it reached the gunpowder. In an explosion that would have been visible from miles away, the Stonebreaker blew up, sending trails of fire high into the sky.
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         The Grand Hall had been cleared so that a wide seating area could be formed in its centre. A walkway cut through the middle of the chairs, which led to a small raised stage holding the cage of Golden Mice and four thrones. Two of them were taken by the King and Queen of Midena, and the others were empty, waiting for Lovelock and the King of Illyria. Every seat in the hall was taken – filled with the rich and famous of Old Town, and security in the shape of the Old Town Guard surrounded its edges. The air was buzzing with excitement and anticipation. When the main doors opened and Mayor Gumpino strode in wearing full regalia, everyone fell silent. He walked proudly to the stage and turned to face the audience.
         

         ‘You are all present today to witness Old Town’s finest achievement. Not only have we held the most glorious World Mouse Exhibition ever to grace this land, but we have overcome great obstacles in order to be here today.’

         The crowd cheered, and Mayor Gumpino smiled happily at his reception. He continued:

         ‘This cage which you see here contains a pair of the most precious mice ever known to humankind. From the bleakest of days, when they were cruelly stolen by Mousebeard, to their successful return by the Old Town Guard, these mice have seen more adventure than most.

         ‘But let me not forget the one person who has played the biggest role in their ultimate survival. Please, can I hear a warm reception for Old Town’s finest: Isiah Lovelock.’

         
         There was a huge cheer and applause. Mayor Gumpino looked to the door where he expected Lovelock to appear. When no one walked through, he started to stutter.

         ‘Umm, yes, Isiah Lovelock!’

         Again no one appeared.

         ‘Excuse me, just give me a second …’

         A low murmur filled the air. Mousebeard was setting three rows from the front, with a clear view of all that was happening. When Lady Pettifogger opened the door and walked down through the hall, Mayor Gumpino rushed to her. With a panicked look and beads of sweat on his face, Gumpino returned to the stage.

         ‘Unfortunately,’ he spluttered, ‘I’ve just learned that Isiah Lovelock has been taken ill. He sends his apologies.’

         A great murmur rippled through the crowd. Mousebeard stopped breathing and his skin tensed. Without Lovelock his plan was doomed.

         ‘But King Rodentius of Illyria has now arrived, so could you please give him a warm welcome.’

         As a royal fanfare started up, a small group of Illyrian soldiers walked solemnly into the Hall. They were dressed in their red cloaks and armour, and their Striped Sharpclaws sat proudly on their shoulders with their long claws hanging down. When Rodentius appeared, the audience fell silent, in awe. He looked every bit the king of a proud nation, and his manner was forceful and direct. Indigo was behind him, looking equally impressive, and Mousebeard barely recognised him in the regal clothes he now wore.
         

         The Illyrian soldiers walked up to the stage and surrounded the cage of Golden Mice. Rodentius stopped at the end of the walkway, waiting for Indigo to join him, and once they were in line, Mayor Gumpino walked down to greet them.

         ‘King Rodentius!’ he exclaimed. ‘On behalf of Old Town and the King and Queen of Midena, I present you with the Golden Mice.’

         The King and Queen of Midena stood up to greet their guests, but Rodentius went no further. With a cursory glance, his soldiers lifted the cage and started to walk back down the aisle. Mousebeard knew he had to make a stand, with or without the presence of Isiah Lovelock.

         ‘King Rodentius,’ he boomed, walking out from the row of chairs. ‘You have been fooled.’
         

         King Rodentius turned and took one look at Mousebeard before shaking his head.

         Lady Pettifogger rose from her chair with a puzzled expression etched on her face.

         ‘Count Otto?’ she said. ‘What are you doing?’

         Mayor Gumpino was starting to panic. He could see that the King and Queen of Midena were looking worried, and that wasn’t good at all. He started to rub his hands nervously.

         ‘I have not been fooled,’ said Rodentius forcefully, stealing the attention that was building on Mousebeard. ‘And I would ask you to keep your tongue.’

         Mousebeard felt suddenly lost. He looked pleadingly at Indigo for help as the King of Midena stepped forward.

         ‘What is this nonsense?’ he said angrily.

         ‘Bring me Isiah Lovelock,’ ordered Rodentius. ‘He will pay dearly for his crimes against Illyria.’

         Lady Pettifogger could hear loud voices of dissent around her. She slowly crept to the back of the Hall, where she found General Mordiford looking equally uncomfortable.

         
         ‘What’s going on?’ said the General.

         ‘I don’t know,’ said Lady Pettifogger, ‘but it’s not good. We need to leave, now …’

         ‘What’s the Count doing?’ said General Mordiford. Their conversation was interrupted.

         ‘What crimes against Illyria?’ said the King of Midena.

         ‘Isiah Lovelock has been illegally breeding the Golden Mice for his own gain!’ said Mousebeard.

         An astonished gasp came from the audience. Mousebeard continued.

         ‘He has been harvesting gold from their fur, and meddling with their breed. Explain the Battle Mice with golden fur, Lady Pettifogger!’

         The Hall gasped again. They all knew the punishment for tampering with Golden Mice was the death penalty.

         ‘Who are you?’ said the King of Midena.

         ‘I am Mousebeard,’ he boomed.

         Many members of the audience cried out with fear.

         ‘Mousebeard!’ exclaimed Lady Pettifogger.

         ‘Guards arrest him!’ declared the King of Midena. ‘I will not listen to the words of a pirate, nor have the name of Isiah Lovelock slandered in public.’

         
         General Mordiford ordered his troops into the Hall.

         ‘Get out of here,’ he said to Lady Pettifogger. ‘Return to Grandview, and I shall meet you there.’

         She didn’t need to be told twice.

         Rodentius was fuming on the stage, and Indigo was doing his best to calm his father.

         ‘I’ve seen everything with my own eyes,’ said Indigo, trying to convince the people in the audience. ‘I know this to be true!’

         ‘How dare you talk to me like this!’ said the King of Midena, as members of the Old Town Guard took to the stage and approached Mousebeard.

         ‘I dare because I know the truth,’ said Indigo.

         His father overcame his anger.

         ‘Where is Isiah Lovelock to refute these claims?’

         Mayor Gumpino walked hesitantly towards Rodentius.

         ‘Please, Your Highness,’ he said shakily. ‘Please think about what you’re saying.’

         ‘In the eyes of Illyria,’ said Rodentius, ‘everyone here is a party to all this.’

         The mayor was sweating profusely now. After all, he was to blame almost as much as Lovelock. He suddenly became aware of the shining yellow gold hanging around his neck.
         

         ‘Lovelock is not well,’ he said.

         ‘This is intolerable!’ said Rodentius

         ‘King Rodentius!’ barked the King of Midena, ‘Desist! Do not make claims you cannot prove!’

         ‘I will treat you as you deserve, King! You have now made a laughing stock of me and my people, and you will pay.’

         ‘Just what are you saying, Rodentius?’

         ‘If you choose to protect Lovelock, then I will see that justice is served myself, by whatever means required.’

         Rodentius started marching from the Hall. He stamped loudly and then turned to face Mayor Gumpino and the King and Queen.

         ‘Your actions have brought ridicule upon us, and brought war to your city,’ he said. ‘My troops will not stop until Lovelock is standing before me.’

         At those words Rodentius strode from the hall amidst much shouting and screaming from the angry crowd. The Old Town Guard hurried the King and Queen of Midena to safety, and then proceeded to bark orders at everyone. Mousebeard stood silently, wondering exactly what it was that he’d started. No one seemed interested in him, and as he could see, he was now the least of anyone’s worries. Soldiers charged back and forth, herding delegates and important people from all over the world through the Hall and out into the open.
         

         ‘Look what you’ve done!’ screamed Mayor Gumpino in Mousebeard’s direction, as he was dragged forcibly into the protection of the Old Town Guard. ‘You’ve tricked us. You’ve ruined everything! And I thought you were a friend.’

         Mousebeard didn’t reply. He stood silently, taking in everything that was happening while cursing himself for letting Lovelock get the better of him.

         ‘Mousebeard!’ shouted Indigo barging past a crowd of terrified onlookers in an attempt to reach him. ‘Get out of here! What do you think you’re doing?’

         Mousebeard lifted his cane with his good arm, and pointed it at Indigo.

         ‘You’ve taken this too far,’ growled Mousebeard. ‘I wanted the support of your father, but I never wanted all-out war!’

         
         Indigo raised his hands and tried to calm him, but a second group of soldiers from the Old Town Guard burst into the Hall.

         ‘We have to go,’ he said. ‘I didn’t want this, you have to believe me …’

         He watched Mousebeard’s eyes darken to obsidian.

         ‘Tell that to your father …’ said Mousebeard.

         He let Indigo vanish into the crowded Hall and considered his options. His strength was failing, minute by minute, and he had no other choice. He set off after the Illyrian Prince determined to put things right.
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         ‘Look!’ said Algernon. ‘I knew it!’

         Walking out of the tunnel were Isiah Lovelock and his butler.

         ‘He’s escaping?’ said Isla.

         ‘Not if I can help it,’ said Algernon. ‘But that means his curse was broken at the same time as Jonathan’s …’

         He wanted to swear.

         ‘Don’t worry, he’s not beaten us yet,’ said Isla. ‘They’re not going anywhere with that sail.’

         
         ‘No! Of course,’ smiled Algernon.

         ‘You need to go and find Mousebeard,’ she said.

         ‘With any luck he’ll have met up with Indigo at the Mouse Trading Hall,’ said Algernon. ‘If only I can sneak past this lot.’

         ‘You’re only little,’ said Isla.

         Algernon glowered at her.

         ‘Well, you are!’ she added. ‘Creep around the cove, stay in shadows, and head back into the tunnel. I’ll stay here and keep an eye on this lot.’

         Algernon psyched himself up.

         ‘Right,’ he said. ‘Don’t get hurt!’

         The boulders and fallen rocks provided him with plenty of cover, and he skipped around rockpools before arriving safely at the tunnel.
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            The Irritable Grouse Mouse
            

            THIS TOUGH LITTLE MOUSE ORIGINALLY LIVED IN FORESTS AND woodlands, and was once regularly hunted by Midenean royalty for seasonal feasts. It is now a lot less common due to the mouse meat falling out of favour with the populous, and stocks aren’t managed or bred as intensively as in the past. However, it has recently become popular with collectors, mainly due to the peculiar spines to be found on its back which lift into the air when it gets angry.
            

             

            MOUSING NOTES 
            

             

            A mouse that’s full of character, the Irritable Grouse Mouse can make a colourful addition to any collection. Just beware of making it angry while you hold it, as those spines are sharp!
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            The Illyrians Attack

         

         INDIGO RAN FROM THE MOUSE TRADING HALL INTO THE mayhem of Merchants’ Square. A frantic mass of people was rushing back and forth not knowing quite what to do. To the left, a company of Illyrian soldiers had blocked the main route to the docks. At the other main exit to the right, which led all the way to Grandview, a defensive wall had been erected and the Old Town Guard were lying in wait. The battle lines were drawn.
         

         ‘What is he going on?’ said Indigo angrily to himself, before running through the thinning crowd to the Illyrians.

         Once he’d reached the soldiers, staring out into the Square with menacing Sharpclaws on their shoulder, he ran through their ranks to find his father. Row after row of soldiers filled the wide road, and by the time Indigo saw the King, stepping into a townhouse, he was seething with rage.
         

         ‘Father!’ shouted Indigo.

         He pushed his way into the house and found the King in a room at the back surrounded by a number of his generals.

         ‘What are you playing at!’ said Indigo, angrily. ‘What’s the whole army doing here?’

         ‘Don’t question me,’ snapped Rodentius, turning quickly to see his son. ‘I am the King, and you’d do well to follow my example.’

         Indigo lost his temper.

         ‘But why?’ he shouted. ‘Take a look at yourself.’

         ‘Get out of here,’ ordered Rodentius. ‘This is none of your business.’

         ‘It’s every bit my business! You could have Lovelock easily. We could prove that he’s responsible. But no, here you are waging war!’

         Rodentius marched over to his son, his looming presence forcing Indigo back against the wall.

         
         ‘We are fighting for the honour and respect of our people. Your people! Do you understand?’ he said.
         

         ‘No,’ said Indigo. He was shaking with anger and fear combined. ‘I don’t.’

         Rodentius was fuming.

         ‘The Golden Mice are the symbol of our country. This man, Isiah Lovelock, has dirtied them. He’s blackened our name!

         ‘But he is just one man,’ cried Indigo. ‘Your actions will kill hundreds!’

         ‘Get out of here!’ said Rodentius, with disgust. ‘I’m sick of the sight of you.’

         Indigo slammed his fist into the wall and walked out of the room in a fury.
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         Drewshank and Fenwick made their way out of the docks and through the Old Town Gates, which had been left open and unguarded. The road wound up through the marshes, and they followed it to the edge of the city. Wooden shacks mingled with stone houses, dotted here and there in small clusters. Windows and doors were wide open; crowds of people were dashing about with bags and possessions slung over their backs.
         

         Drewshank walked over to one of the buildings and saw a boy sitting against the wall with his head pressed against his knees. He recognised him, and a smile immediately came to his face.

         ‘Mildred?’ he said. ‘Is that you?’

         ‘Mr Drewshanks!’ said Mildred. His expression leapt from sadness to joy.

         Drewshank knelt down next to him.

         ‘Are you all right? What are you doing here?’

         ‘Oh yes, sir. I’m all right really. Them Illyrians just marched through here and caused a right panic. I was trying to head into town to find someone I was doing work for, but got trapped in a stampede.’

         He lifted up a broken pole in his hand. The fish tied to the end was missing its top half.

         ‘My Weather Rod got smashed,’ he said. ‘Look at the state of my fish!’

         ‘Looks bad,’ said Drewshank, trying to be serious.

         ‘I can still use it for air pressure readings,’ said Mildred, ‘but anything more precise … nah, useless.’

         
         Drewshank pulled a number of coins out of his pocket and passed them to him.

         ‘Get yourself a new one,’ he said.

         Mildred had always liked Devlin Drewshank, but now he loved him. Fenwick tapped Drewshank on the shoulder.

         ‘We’d better go,’ he said. ‘There’s a battle going on up ahead.’

         ‘Just take care of yourself,’ said Drewshank, offering a handshake to Mildred.

         ‘Yes sir!’ he said excitedly. ‘And any time you need the forecast, you know who to look for. My fish is your fish!’

         ‘Battle?’ said Drewshank, suddenly realising what Fenwick had said.

         He left the side of the road and followed Fenwick past the smoking remnants of an Old Town Guard outpost. There was nothing but burnt wood and bodies.

         ‘Captain,’ said Fenwick. ‘If this is a war, whose side are we on exactly?’

         ‘Don’t ask complicated questions,’ replied Drewshank, his eyes widening with each new sight.

         A young family rushed past on their way to the harbour dragging a sledge full of bags of food. Three Grey Mice sat on top, apparently enjoying the ride. The houses rapidly became more densely packed, and as they drew closer to Merchants’ Square a massive crowd came charging in their direction. Drewshank couldn’t help noticing fear on their faces. He stood still, weighing up his options, until suddenly he was pulled out of the way by Fenwick.
         

         ‘What were you thinking?’ said Fenwick angrily, as the crowd surged past, many of them screaming and crying.

         Drewshank pressed himself firmly against the wall of a house while people pushed past. A series of gunshots echoed through the air and plumes of smoke rose up from beyond the crowd.

         ‘This is madness!’ said Drewshank. ‘I know Mousebeard wanted to cause trouble, but this is too much.’

         The door to the house flew open, and its occupants ran into the street and joined the fleeing crowd.

         ‘Let’s head in and go upstairs to get a look,’ said Fenwick.

         Drewshank agreed, and the pair darted inside. It was a townhouse, built of grey stone, and it rose up to three floors in height. They ran up the wooden stairs, passing paintings and expensive vases on the way, and soon found themselves at a window with a clear view of Merchants’ Square.
         

         Drewshank could see everything. The road ahead was packed full of Illyrian soldiers, and from the Mouse Trading Hall to the bubbling fountains, the whole progress of events was laid bare. The Illyrians had launched an attack, and Sharpclaw mice were hurtling into combat. Civilians were getting caught up in the attack and many rich people in smart attire continued to spill out of the Hall, protected only by the relatively thin cordon of the Old Town Guard.

         ‘They don’t stand a chance against those Sharpclaws,’ said Drewshank, who knew of their strength from past experience.

         ‘There are innocent people down there!’ said Fenwick. ‘And the Guard’s outnumbered!’

         They watched as the Old Town Guard returned the attack. A row of riflemen stepped through the protective line and knelt down to fire.

         
         ‘What do we do?’ asked Fenwick.

         ‘I’m not sure there’s anything we can do,’ Drewshank replied.

         As they watched, a troop of Old Town Guard charged through into the Square from the furthest side.

         ‘This is going to get messy,’ said Drewshank.
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         Algernon had never been so reckless. The horses pounded into the ground, pulling the carriage along at breakneck speed. Each bend sent the vehicle teetering on to its side, and Algernon only slowed when he feared he was about to hit something – or someone.

         As the carriage rose over the top of the marshes, Algernon saw for himself the aftermath of the morning’s events. Clouds of smoke drifted from the wall of buildings that signified the city entrance, floating out over to the docks with the light breeze. Lines of people were flooding out from the roads and alleys, carrying whatever they could manage on their backs. There were clear signs of battle on the few buildings nearby: gunshot holes decorated their walls like craters on the moon, and wooden barricades lay destroyed in tatters on the ground.
         

         He carried on, drawing bizarre looks from the townsfolk walking past, who were clearly of the view that he was very much going the wrong way. As he neared the city, he became aware that a battle was raging. He could hear cannonfire in the distance, and the road ahead was host to a troop of golden armoured soldiers, all armed and battle-hardened. Algernon pulled the reins and the horses began to slow, eventually stopping a short distance from the soldiers.

         ‘Good afternoon!’ he said, raising a hand to wave. ‘I presume you’re Illyrian …’

         ‘What’s in the carriage?’ asked one of the soldiers, walking towards him.

         Algernon was trying to stay calm, but the Striped Sharpclaw on the man’s shoulder was doing its best to put the frighteners on him.

         ‘Empty, but for a few mousetraps,’ he replied. ‘Take a look for yourself!’

         The soldier opened the door and peered inside. He grumbled a few words and then returned to the front.

         ‘So just what are you doing here then?’ he said. ‘The road’s closed!’
         

         ‘I’m looking for Indigo,’ he said. ‘Prince Indigo.’

         ‘Are you now?’ said the soldier.

         ‘Umm, yes,’ replied Algernon.

         ‘And who might you be?’

         ‘I’m Algernon Mountjack, the person who saved his life and brought him back to you, and I need to talk to him.’

         The soldier turned to his colleagues and glanced back at Algernon a few times while they discussed the situation.

         ‘You’ve got the all clear,’ he said, finally.

         The soldier clambered next to the driver’s seat, and Algernon found himself sitting face-to-face with the Striped Sharpclaw. Its long talons were tapping one after the other on the soldier’s armour.

         ‘Yes, right,’ said Algernon, a little taken aback.

         ‘I don’t have all day,’ said the soldier. ‘Press on!’

         Algernon buckled his leather hat under his chin, and with a flick of the reins, the carriage took off along the road.

         ‘Keep straight on,’ said the soldier, ‘until we come to the Square.’

         
         Algernon did as the man said. The road remained fairly clear as they neared Merchants’ Square, which was hidden behind the curve in the road, but there were signs of fighting all around.

         ‘Stop here,’ said the soldier, and Algernon stopped once more.

         The soldier jumped to the ground and walked off. Algernon sat listening to a barrage of cries and shouting in the distance. He could hear gunshots, and wondered how close he was to the fighting. He still had no idea why there was fighting. Suddenly, a small group of Illyrian soldiers careered past with their Sharpclaws racing along in front of them. In full armour, they were a terrifying sight.
         

         ‘Oi! Come here!’ shouted the soldier.

         Algernon jumped down, and followed him into a building. There were five soldiers guarding the doorway, and five angry Sharpclaws to walk past. Inside, there were yet more soldiers, and standing at the back of the room, next to the cage of Golden Mice, was Indigo.

         ‘Algernon!’ he called, walking over to greet him.

         ‘Indigo! What on earth is going on?’ said Algernon. ‘It’s like a warzone!’
         

         ‘That’s exactly what it is,’ said Mousebeard, lifting himself from a seat and walking cautiously over.

         ‘Jonathan?’ said Algernon. ‘I don’t understand?’

         ‘Isiah Lovelock didn’t turn up,’ said Indigo. ‘My father has taken the “necessary” steps to find him.’

         ‘Necessary steps?’ said Algernon. ‘It’s good to see you,’ said Mousebeard, pushing past Indigo. ‘We need to talk …’

         Indigo looked aggrieved at being shunned.

         ‘I’ll say,’ replied Algernon.

         They walked to the end of the building, and looked seriously at each other.

         ‘I failed,’ said Mousebeard. ‘Lovelock’s beaten me. He’s vanished.’

         ‘Oh don’t be stupid,’ snapped Algernon.

         Mousebeard looked puzzled.

         ‘The reason he wasn’t at the ceremony,’ said Algernon, ‘is because he was attempting to escape.’

         ‘He must have got wind of what we had planned,’ said Mousebeard.

         ‘It’s likely,’ said Algernon. ‘But we found him.’

         Mousebeard fell silent.

         
         ‘Isla and I went searching for the Mousekeepers …’

         ‘But they’re at Lovelock’s mansion!’ said Mousebeard. ‘They were caught on the streets after curfew.’

         ‘Are they safe?’ said Algernon.

         ‘As far as I know …’ said Mousebeard. ‘But what about Lovelock?’

         ‘We found crates and a boat at Smuggler’s Cove. Remember that place, only we knew about?’
         

         ‘Oh no! But of course …’ said Mousebeard, wanting to kick himself. ‘Lovelock was there with us too, back in the day!’

         ‘We can’t escape our youth, eh?’

         Algernon lowered his voice to a whisper.

         ‘I nobbled the sail to buy us some time. Lovelock and his butler arrived with more crates, which is when I left. Isla is still there, hiding. If they attempt to leave before we return, I know she’ll think of something.’

         Mousebeard clutched his bad arm, feeling a tingle of numbness at his elbow. He used his other to pull it free of the sling and lift it so that Algernon could see his left hand. It was totally lifeless, and skin was peeling from his fingers.

         
         Algernon looked on with horror.

         ‘It’s spreading up my arm,’ said Mousebeard.

         ‘But what is it?’

         ‘A bite … a lousy bite.’

         ‘A mouse bite?’

         ‘I caught a mouse after the explosion at the Exhibition, and it took a chunk out of me. I know it was a Nightshade Mouse.’

         He stopped and took a deep breath as he saw Algernon’s face pale.

         ‘It’s serious, isn’t it?’ he said.

         Algernon rolled up Mousebeard’s sleeve and charted the course of the lifeless veins standing proud of his arm. The black bruising had reached his elbow, and light blue patches were growing darker by the minute on the pale skin above.

         ‘Oh my,’ muttered Algernon, astonished. He touched the skin. It was cold. ‘Unless we operate, before it reaches your chest, it could be the end of you.’

         ‘Operate?’ said Mousebeard. ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘We’d need to amputate, to stop the poison spreading.’

         ‘But that’s impossible! I haven’t got time for that.’

         
         Mousebeard pulled his sleeve back down and marched off.

         ‘We’ve got Lovelock to find,’ he said angrily. ‘I’ve got no time for operations.’

         Algernon hurried after him, but they found the doorway blocked by Indigo.

         ‘Where are you going?’ he said.

         ‘Get out of the way,’ barked Mousebeard.

         ‘I’m on your side! Tell me what you know!’

         ‘If you were on our side,’ growled Mousebeard, ‘you’d be rescuing your friends and not waging war on Old Town!’

         ‘Friends?’ said Indigo.

         ‘Emiline and Scratcher,’ said Mousebeard.

         ‘But what’s wrong?’

         ‘They’re being held in Lovelock’s mansion on Grandview, and if you had a decent bone in your body, you’d be heading there right now.’

         Indigo seemed shaken by the news.

         ‘I’ll tell my father,’ he said. ‘We’ll push on to Grandview no matter what.’

         ‘Good,’ said Mousebeard. ‘Don’t make me regret allowing you to live after what you did on Norgammon.’

         
         With that, Mousebeard stormed from the building with Algernon close behind. They stepped up on to the carriage and sat side by side.

         ‘We need to be quick,’ said Algernon. ‘What’s the fastest route from here to the tunnel?’

         Mousebeard thought for a second.

         ‘Cut through Merchants’ Square and head east. Take the road south before you reach Dire Street Prison.’

         Algernon picked up the reins.

         ‘Through the Square?’ he said. ‘You want me to head through that?’

         ‘We’ve got nothing to lose,’ said Mousebeard.

         ‘You may not have!’
         

         ‘It’s Lovelock or nothing now,’ said Mousebeard. ‘This may be the last chance I get.’

         Algernon grumbled but cracked the reins.

         ‘You’ll be the finish of me,’ he said, as the horses took off.
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         ‘He’s not here?’ said Lady Pettifogger, coursing like a whirlwind through every room in Lovelock’s mansion. ‘But where’s he gone?’
         

         She was angry beyond words. With fire in her eyes she marched up to Lovelock’s office and banged on the door. There was no reply, so she turned the handle and walked in. The sight that greeted her made her face turn white.

         ‘It’s empty,’ she said. ‘Completely empty.’

         She went to the window, past the bare walls and empty bookcases and looked out to see soldiers clustering together behind makeshift defences. The road had been dug up, and a trench built that circled the whole of the mansion. It suddenly dawned on her that Lovelock knew they were all in trouble. He’d run away and left them to face the music alone.

         ‘Lady Pettifogger! Are you here?’ shouted a voice from downstairs. It was General Mordiford.

         Lady Pettifogger set off down to the ground floor and met the General at the foot of the stairs.

         ‘Lovelock?’ said the General.

         ‘Gone,’ she replied.

         ‘And the Illyrians are coming closer by the minute,’ he added. ‘They’re starting to get the better of the troops in Merchants’ Square. It’s time to use the war mice.’

         
         ‘Things are that serious?’ said Lady Pettifogger.

         ‘They are,’ he replied. ‘I plan to send a message to the troops stationed at Dire Street Prison, and if the remaining Guard swoop around behind the advancing army, we can cut them off from their ships and their means of escape.’

         ‘I can’t believe Isiah has abandoned us like this,’ said Lady Pettifogger. ‘If only Alexander was here.’

         ‘I see that no one’s told you …’ said the General cautiously.

         ‘Told me what?’

         ‘The Stonebreaker arrived in port this morning.’
         

         Lady Pettifogger couldn’t believe her ears.

         ‘It did?’

         ‘It broke through the barricades in a hail of cannonfire. Lord Battersby wasn’t on board.’

         ‘He wasn’t? Who was then?’

         ‘It was manned by a bunch of pirates. And Devlin Drewshank.’

         Lady Pettifogger couldn’t speak. She slid back against the wall. Her world was crumbling down around her.
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            The Scorpio Mouse
            

            SCORPIO MICE ARE COMMONLY FOUND IN DESERTS AND SCORCHINGLY HOT climates. A small creature with very thin fur and huge ears, the mouse has a powerful tail with a poisoned barb on the end, which it uses to kill large insects for food.
            

            Despite many humans being scared of this mouse, its poison is actually of little threat to us. It will only attack if provoked, and even then its sting is mild and will simply cause a red swelling of the flesh, which dies down after a few hours.
            

             

            MOUSING NOTES 

            

             

            It is rare to find these mice in collections, as they require a very hot environment to thrive. Some specialists do breed them, however.
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            The Mice of War

         

         THE CARRIAGE SWEPT ALONG THE STREETS, FINALLY reaching Merchants’ Square. The Illyrians were swarming all over, making light work of the Old Town Guard’s defences.
         

         Algernon pulled at the reins and the cart slid to a stop.

         ‘Get down!’ he screamed.

         A cannon fired from across the Square, and a cluster of small pellets sprayed out, taking down a wall of Illyrians. Many pieces of shot flew into the thick stone buildings behind them, and Algernon looked back. Little craters had been eaten into the stone by the burning hot spray of shot.

         ‘That was lucky,’ said Mousebeard.


         ‘Too close,’ moaned Algernon.

         Suddenly, three Illyrians jumped up and clutched on to the side of the carriage.

         ‘Drive on!’ they ordered.

         Mousebeard scowled at them. Their serious, helmeted faces all looked back at him to let him know they weren’t to be messed with.

         ‘To the barricade!’ they ordered.

         ‘Oh great,’ said Algernon.

         He flicked the reins and the horses moved off, slowly and cautiously at first. They edged around the Square, stopping and starting as other Illyrian soldiers crisscrossed in front of them. When they reached the front of the Mouse Trading Hall, Mousebeard’s attention was caught by a cluster of black shapes descending into the Square from the sky.

         ‘What are they?’ said Mousebeard.

         Algernon watched as they spread out and swooped.

         ‘Flying mice,’ said Algernon. ‘Carrying a …’

         Before he could finish his sentence, one of the mice dived low in front of the carriage and dropped a metal ball the size of an apple. Algernon realised there was a fuse fizzing with sparks on one side. He jumped across and pushed Mousebeard to the ground just as the bomb exploded.
         

         The horses reared up in terror, throwing the carriage and Illyrians to the ground, and they ran off to continue fighting as though nothing had happened. The air was filled with the sound of hundreds of small bombs exploding on the ground. A thick fog of smoke drifted over the floor, and the mice that delivered the deadly payload careered back into the skies and flew away as fast as they came.

         ‘War mice!’ said Mousebeard, finding his footing.

         Algernon rushed to the toppled carriage and untied a hidden box from underneath. He unlocked the catches and lifted the lid to reveal loaded pistols. He passed one to Mousebeard, who gratefully received it.

         ‘We need to get out of here fast,’ said Mousebeard. ‘This is getting worse by the second!’

         They plunged through the smoke into an alleyway that ran alongside the Mouse Trading Hall, and came upon a large group of the Old Town Guard at a roadblock.

         ‘Let us pass,’ ordered Mousebeard.


         The soldiers raised their rifles at him.

         ‘No one gets through!’ barked a soldier.

         ‘But there’s a war going on back there!’ he said.

         ‘Not our problem,’ said the soldier. ‘You’ll have to take your chances!’

         Mousebeard turned and pulled Algernon’s arm to make him follow.

         ‘We’ve got bigger battles awaiting us,’ he said, walking back into the Square.

         Through the murky grey smoke, they caught glimpses of soldiers from both sides. Guns fired and cannons blasted, but what anyone was aiming at was questionable. It was near impossible to see anything.

         ‘There’s another road just to the left,’ said Mousebeard.

         ‘I’m with you,’ said Algernon, lowering his goggles over his glasses to stop the smoke hurting his eyes.

         ‘Keep your head down and run!’

         They sped down the road, dodging blast craters and fallen soldiers. Gradually the smoke cleared, and they were aware of the buildings and empty streets surrounding them.

         ‘There!’ said Mousebeard, pointing down a wide alley. A line of carts bobbled along the cobblestones.
         

         ‘They’re taking all the mice to safety,’ said Algernon, spotting a cage full of Elephant Mice on the back of one of the carts.

         ‘At least they’re doing something right,’ said Mousebeard. ‘Come on!’
         

         They carried on down the road, to where the houses thinned and the marshes started. The line of carts merged into their road, and Mousebeard and Algernon stopped for breath. Mousebeard was tiring, and he held his chest while watching the Old Town Guard as they walked alongside the carts. The soldiers didn’t seem at all bothered by them being there.

         ‘Too much running,’ he said.

         ‘Yes,’ said Algernon, doubled over with stitch. ‘I’m feeling very old today.’

         ‘Join the club!’ said Mousebeard.

         ‘How’s your arm?’

         ‘Can’t feel a thing, now,’ said Mousebeard.

         Algernon became angry.

         ‘I wish you’d got it looked at!’ he said.

         ‘Bah,’ muttered Mousebeard.


         Suddenly the carts stopped moving. The soldiers gathered around one in particular. The driver was hurriedly shifting things about, shouting loudly. He dropped to the ground and ran at Mousebeard and Algernon.

         ‘Get out of the way!’ cried Mousebeard, and as he forcibly pushed Algernon into the muddy ground for cover, the cart exploded.

         Bits of flaming wood came clattering down near where they were lying, and Mousebeard slowly raised his head. Soldiers rushed back and forth, shouting loudly. A blazing fire was crackling and spitting where the cart used to be.

         ‘Look,’ said Mousebeard. He pointed behind the line of carts.

         ‘Illyrians,’ said Algernon. ‘They were in hiding!’

         As the Old Town Guard rallied together to clear the road, the Illyrians jumped from cover, their armour glinting in the fire that raged from the destroyed cart. They all carried thick sabres, which were deadly in their own right, but running in front of them and causing even more of a stir was their legion of Striped Sharpclaws. With so many of the mice surging on to the road, the Old Town Guard had no choice but to push over the carts and form a line of defence. The helpless drivers and cargo didn’t stand a chance.
         

         ‘Let ’em have it!’ shouted a voice from the ranks of the Guard.

         They raised their rifles above the carts and fired.

         ‘We’re stuck,’ said Algernon, rolling himself into the ditch alongside the road. ‘Absolutely stuck.’
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         ‘That’s Indigo!’ said Fenwick, pointing to a crowd of Illyrian soldiers out on the street.

         ‘Right,’ said Drewshank. ‘Now or never.’

         They hurried out of the building and dodged a group of soldiers sharpening the claws of their mice with thin metal files. There was a sense of fear on the street, as group after group of Illyrians ran forward into battle.

         ‘Indigo!’ shouted Drewshank as loudly as he could manage.

         The Illyrian prince stopped in his tracks. He turned around excitedly.


         ‘You’re safe!’ said Indigo. ‘Everything’s turned to chaos. My father won’t listen to me.’

         ‘He’s started a war?’ exclaimed Drewshank.

         ‘Lovelock didn’t come to the ceremony. Mousebeard’s plan fell to pieces.’

         ‘But where is he?’

         ‘He’s gone after Lovelock,’ said Indigo. ‘With Algernon.’

         ‘And what are you doing?’

         ‘Our soldiers are almost through Merchants’ Square. Once we’ve taken that, it’s on to Grandview.’

         Drewshank couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

         ‘Grandview?’

         ‘Father thinks that’s where Lovelock is hiding. He won’t listen to me, but I know Emiline and Scratcher are being held there. I want to get them back safely.’

         Fenwick was suddenly full of rage.

         ‘If those Mousekeepers get hurt,’ he said, ‘I’ll see to it myself that your father, as well as Lovelock, pays dearly.’

         ‘I understand,’ said Indigo. ‘I’ll put things right! I will!’

         ‘Prince Indigo!’ shouted an Illyrian soldier. ‘We’re through the barricade. King Rodentius demands your presence on the front line.’
         

         ‘I’ll be there shortly,’ said Indigo. ‘Thank you.’

         The soldier ran off with renewed vigour.

         ‘I must go on,’ said Indigo. ‘But will you come with me? I could do with your help.’

         Drewshank and Fenwick looked at each other. A better, and safer alternative didn’t immediately present itself.

         ‘Of course,’ said Drewshank.

         ‘Thank you,’ said Indigo.

         Surrounded by hundreds of Illyrian soldiers, they marched towards Merchants’ Square and crossed its battle-scarred surface. With the spray of the fountains dampening the drifting smoke, the Illyrians regrouped.

         ‘Father,’ said Indigo, ‘you asked to see me?’

         Rodentius was in deep discussion with his generals.

         ‘Indigo,’ he said. ‘About time. I want you to lead the march.’

         ‘Me?’ said Indigo.

         ‘Yes. The Old Town Guard have retreated up the hill to a position which is well defended. They are dug in, and going nowhere fast. They’re shielding what is most important to them; namely Isiah Lovelock.’


         ‘Why don’t we try talking to them?’ pleaded Drewshank, who had heard every word.

         ‘Talking?’ exclaimed Rodentius. ‘That’s exactly what your friend Mousebeard did at the ceremony. Talking achieves nothing.’

         King Rodentius focused again on Indigo.

         ‘Taking that hill is all that is important to us, do you hear?’ he said. ‘This is why I’m giving you the command. It is a chance to prove your worth.’

         Indigo looked uneasy at the implication.

         ‘Prove my worth?’ he said.

         ‘Exactly,’ said Rodentius. ‘Make me a proud Illyrian father. Make Illyria proud!’

         ‘I don’t know,’ said Indigo.

         ‘Indigo. Illyria expects this of you,’ he said firmly. ‘Do not disobey me.’

         The King was calm, but it was clear from his tone that his patience was running low. He was not a man who held his temper in check for long.

         The Illyrian prince looked towards Grandview and saw the mansions rising up into the air in the distance. Maybe it was his opportunity to solve this problem on his own terms, he thought.
         

         ‘Yes Father,’ he said determinedly.

         Rodentius smiled with pride.

         ‘Another squad has headed east and will do all it can to attack the hill from the right. You will not be alone up there. We will maintain Merchants’ Square and the route to our ships while you seek the prize.’
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         Mice were running everywhere. The Old Town Guard were struggling to defend against the Illyrian ambush, and the mouse cages that were thrown to the ground off the back of the carts had cracked and opened. Four Comet Mice fled for cover, speeding past in a blur, and Algernon and Mousebeard tried desperately to help them by clearing their way.

         ‘Save your gunpowder,’ said Algernon to Mousebeard, hiding in a ditch at the side of the road. Algernon grabbed a Tiny Mouse desperately struggling across a muddy puddle and lifted it to higher, drier ground. ‘These poor mice don’t stand a chance out here!’

         Mousebeard slid along and came face to face with a Howling Moon Mouse. It seemed confused, and looked to the sky in wonderment.
         

         ‘How can we get past?’ he said.

         ‘We can run,’ said Algernon. ‘They’re too caught up in their fighting to care about us.’

         ‘I guess we don’t look very dangerous,’ said Mousebeard, smiling. ‘I’m next to useless with one arm, and you’ve got terrible eyesight.’

         Algernon lifted his head up to get a decent look at the road. The carts that escaped the attack continued to clatter out into the marshes, while those stuck behind were getting more bullet-ridden by the second.

         ‘Maybe if we cover a little more ground in this ditch first,’ said Algernon, wisely.

         Mousebeard slipped his pistol into his belt and continued crawling through the mud. Eventually when they were far enough away, Mousebeard pulled himself up awkwardly and started to run. He heard guns firing around him, and he instinctively ducked, tripping over and skidding along the rough floor. Algernon rushed past him. He stopped to help him up, but Mousebeard resisted. There was a mouse on the floor that needed his attention. Resting on his poisoned arm, Mousebeard stretched out and scooped up the mouse into his hand. He pushed it inside his jacket and shielded it safely in his sling.
         

         ‘Come on!’ yelled Algernon, who was running faster than he thought was possible. ‘The mice have to come second now!’

         Mousebeard struggled to his feet and set off again. Before long they’d left the skirmish behind, and the battle was just a noise in the background. They ran and ran, skirting past scrub and trees, nearing the coast with every minute. When they finally reached the well, they found Lovelock’s horse and carriage tied up to its side.

         ‘You ready?’ said Algernon.

         ‘Always,’ said Mousebeard.

         With Algernon’s help, Mousebeard wrapped his arm through the rope in the well and slid down. Algernon followed, and they were soon on their way through the tunnel.

         ‘Don’t do anything stupid,’ whispered Algernon. ‘There are many lives at stake here.’

         ‘Don’t I know it,’ Mousebeard replied.

         They rushed on, until they had a clear view of Smuggler’s Cove. Two burly men were on board the ship, replacing the sail, and standing in discussion before them were Lovelock and his butler. Mousebeard felt his stomach turn. This was it. This was his chance to finish Lovelock once and for all. He stepped out into the daylight, and removed the pistol from his belt.
         

         ‘Isiah Lovelock,’ he growled. ‘We meet again.’

         Lovelock turned his head. His eyes shrunk as he focused on Mousebeard. His butler looked up in puzzlement.

         ‘Count Otto?’ said Lovelock. ‘Why are you here?’

         He walked cautiously towards Mousebeard.

         ‘I’m no more Count Otto than Algernon Mountjack is Ernest Wolf,’ he said.

         Algernon walked from the tunnel.

         ‘Algernon Mountjack?’ said Lovelock. ‘But …’

         ‘Yes,’ said Algernon. ‘And this is Mousebeard. Or Jonathan Harworth. Call him what you like, old friend.’
         

         Lovelock took a step backwards in shock. Mousebeard had taken him in completely.

         ‘Men,’ he said. ‘Do something.’

         The two workers on the boat jumped down on to the beach and walked alongside the butler. They had meaty fists and aggressive faces, and looked ready to fight.
         

         ‘So, the mighty pirate returns,’ said Lovelock wearily. ‘How did you do it then? How did you break the curse?’

         ‘It was the Methuselah Mouse,’ he said. ‘That mouse held the key to everything.’

         ‘The mouse?’ said Lovelock

         ‘Stormcloud Island sealed our fate from the moment we landed there as teenagers. Don’t you remember? That mouse you tried to steal? Your lust for wealth and riches created our future.’

         ‘Stormcloud Island …’ said Lovelock,

         ‘It was your search for Norgammon that gave us the answer,’ continued Mousebeard.

         ‘Norgammon?’ exclaimed Lovelock. ‘So it exists?’

         His face sparked as though it had been woken from a long, deep slumber. He rushed forward, his excitement growing by the second.

         ‘Norgammon?’ he said again, his hands furiously rubbing each other. ‘But this is the key to everything. You could be rich beyond your wildest dreams. Tell me what it was like! Tell me!’

         Mousebeard raised the pistol, and Lovelock froze.


         ‘You’re forgetting yourself,’ said Mousebeard. ‘Don’t move another inch …’

         ‘But you could own the world,’ said Lovelock, his fevered expression growing wilder. ‘Forget about me, you’d be the famous one.’

         ‘Isiah,’ said Algernon, tearing Lovelock’s attention away from Mousebeard.

         ‘Norgammon will never be revealed to the world,’ he said. ‘Not while you’re alive.’

         ‘Is that right?’ Lovelock replied, his sinister side reappearing.

         ‘And I promise, you will not live to see the end of the day,’ said Mousebeard.

         Lovelock laughed.

         ‘You don’t scare me,’ he said. ‘You never did when we were young and you still don’t now.’

         Suddenly Isla Halberd appeared beside the boat and smashed a large rock down on one of the men’s heads. His body dropped to the floor, and before the other man could make a move, she drew her dagger and seized the butler, the blade tight at his neck.

         ‘One move,’ she said to the other man, ‘and he’s dead.’


         Algernon rushed over to Isla, grabbed a rope from the boat and tied the butler’s hands. He then tied up the other two men.

         Mousebeard walked closer to Lovelock. Step by step, his enemy’s head grew bigger above the gunsight.

         ‘I always swore I’d kill you with my bare hands,’ said Mousebeard. ‘But unfortunately, that’s not possible.’

         ‘It’s not possible because you’ve never had any guts,’ said Lovelock. ‘You were always following my lead, standing in my shadow …’

         ‘Your shadow?’ replied Mousebeard coldly.

         His finger closed on the trigger.

         ‘If you were a real man,’ sneered Lovelock, ‘you’d have found a way to finish this years ago. But no, here you are about to kill an unarmed man in cold blood. You’re half the man I am.’

         Mousebeard’s hand shook around the pistol handle.

         ‘Your money bought you much, Isiah,’ said Mousebeard. ‘But it won’t buy you a good death.’

         His finger curled around the trigger, and he started to squeeze.
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            The Rockpool Mouse
            

            THE ROCKPOOL MOUSE IS A WIDESPREAD CREATURE, MOST COMMONLY found on the beaches of Midena – although it is no stranger to coastal areas of many countries around the Great Sea. Regularly seen near stranded pools of water or scurrying along the tip of the retreating tide, the Rockpool Mouse’s favourite food is shellfish – a delicacy it devours in great quantities.
            

             

            MOUSING NOTES 
            

             

            Its thick, powerful front claws are adept at cracking shells, and the mice are often used in restaurants to open cockles and clams ready for consumption. They also make a wonderful addition to any collection with an aquatic mouse theme.
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            Face to Face with Death

         

         INDIGO FOLLOWED THE SPEARHEAD OF HIS TROOPS AS THEY progressed slowly up the road. Drewshank and Fenwick marched behind him.
         

         ‘It’s not right,’ said Drewshank. ‘The Old Town Guard would never hold off like this.’

         ‘Leaves me on edge,’ said Fenwick.

         ‘Hmm,’ mumbled Drewshank, casting his eyes along the roadside. ‘Tell me about it!’

         Drewshank ran on to Indigo, and walked alongside.

         ‘Be careful,’ said Drewshank. ‘Your father may think he knows what he’s doing, but he doesn’t know the Old Town Guard.’

         
         ‘I’ve dispatched scouts into the neighbouring roads and areas,’ Indigo replied. ‘If they spot anything, we’ll be the first to know.’

         ‘I just get the sense that we’re heading into something,’ said Drewshank.

         Indigo slowed down and called his troops to stop. He was no fool, and he had the greatest of respect for Drewshank. He also remembered how Lord Battersby shot his own Sharpclaws on Norgammon.

         ‘We can defeat them in a battle,’ he said. ‘We’ve proved that.’

         ‘But the Old Town Guard aren’t known for retreating,’ said Drewshank.

         As Indigo watched the Illyrian soldiers fortifying Merchants’ Square, he saw a flock of armed flying mice appear over the roof of the Mouse Trading Hall. They swooped into the Square and dropped their lethal cargo. Merchants’ Square erupted in a flash of searing fire, and black smoke billowed forth.

         Indigo’s eyes opened wide. He’d seen all these war mice before, at the breeding centres, and on Hamlyn in particular. They were all Lovelock’s creations.

         
         ‘Reinforcements …’ he stuttered.

         Drewshank and Fenwick could clearly see the strain on Indigo’s face as the Square was lost to the smoke.

         ‘Secure the road!’ ordered Indigo. ‘Get ready for anything.’

         As the smoke started to clear, the fighting had started anew. But this time it was different. The Old Town Guard were progressing through the Square with ease. Leading the charge was a row of terrifyingly large tusked mice, each one wearing a thick armoured harness, the chains of which ran back ten metres to a soldier. Drewshank and Fenwick stood transfixed as the onslaught tore through the ranks of the Illyrian army.

         Indigo took in his surroundings as his troops broke down doors and forced their way into buildings. They pulled out tables and chairs – anything that would make do as a barricade – and gradually the street became blocked. Indigo charted every alley and building higher up the street, and then caught sight of the Old Town Guard on Grandview. Even though they were still a long way in the distance, he noticed troops moving down the road in vast numbers. He was caught in a pincer attack.
         

         ‘Oh …’ said Drewshank. ‘So that’s what they had planned.’

         ‘Captain?’ said Fenwick.

         ‘They’ve severed the route back to the docks and trapped us in the middle.’

         ‘I’ve got to think of something,’ said Indigo.

         ‘Look,’ said Drewshank, ‘if it’s a choice between those mice or the soldiers, I’d go for the soldiers.’

         ‘And the roadblock will at least hold the others for a short while,’ said Fenwick.

         ‘Troops!’ ordered Indigo. ‘Get ready for the fight of your lives. To Grandview!’

         Drewshank suddenly grabbed Indigo by the arm and pulled him to one side.

         ‘We have to fight on,’ he said. ‘But if your father didn’t survive that attack, then you’re the new king of Illyria. You hear? The KING!’

         Indigo blinked a few times. He hadn’t even considered that his father might be dead.

         ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ said Indigo. ‘I’m in this to the end.’

         
         A small group of soldiers whose task it had been to protect him with their lives encircled him and Drewshank.

         ‘See?’ said Indigo. ‘I have bodyguards!’

         ‘The mice!’ shouted a soldier from the barricade. ‘They’re almost upon us!’

         ‘Onwards, men,’ shouted Indigo. He urged his soldiers further up the hill, racing on to meet the Old Town Guard head-on.

         Drewshank turned around to see Fenwick looking grave.

         ‘This is looking bad,’ he said.

         ‘We’ll be all right,’ said Drewshank, trying to perk him up. ‘We always are.’

         The movements of the Old Town Guard took on speed. From Merchants’ Square they powered through and upwards; from Grandview they marched down. The Illyrians let loose their Sharpclaws. There was no going back.

         Drewshank marched up the road alongside Indigo. They were deep in the middle of the troop of Illyrian soldiers, which filled the road, and there was a feeling of safety in numbers. But it didn’t last long. The first line of Illyrian soldiers were shot at by the oncoming Old Town Guard who were now charging down the hill. Illyrian soldiers fell, one by one. Sharpclaws ran over the cobblestones, distracting the Guard with their fleeting movement as much as they were attacking them with their devilish claws.
         

         Drewshank’s sword was held at his side ready for action. As he ran, breathing heavily, he turned to see the Battle Mice clearing the roadblock behind them with one jump. Their handlers were almost pulled from their feet before they could unleash them from their harnesses. Drewshank shouted out to warn everyone.

         Indigo saw the fear in his troops as the Battle Mice neared. The soldiers stopped running and the rear half of the troop formed groups in order to pick off the mice one by one.

         ‘They’re no ordinary mice,’ said Drewshank noticing the way the light glinted off the small areas of their coat that were visible.

         Drewshank steadied himself and prepared to fight. The Illyrians were hit from both sides at once. Screams filled the air alongside gunshots, and the mice roared into action, casting the Illyrian soldiers aside like flies. The Sharpclaws didn’t stand a chance against the collective might of the Battle Mice.
         

         ‘Keep it together!’ shouted Drewshank. ‘Aim under their body!’

         He could see a Battle Mouse heading straight for him, as though it could smell his fear. Saliva was drooling and spitting out of its mouth as it jostled past Illyrian soldiers, bumping them left and right. The mouse leapt at him. He raised his sword to strike, but he suddenly found himself hurtling to the ground, pushed over by Fenwick. He landed awkwardly and saw Fenwick grappling with the terrifying mouse on the floor. He was punching it and hitting its neck, while its savage claws were bearing down on his shoulders.

         Fenwick kicked out, rolling the Battle Mouse to the ground, but he could do little to stop its attack. It swung its tail round, sending the spiked ball on the end straight into his leg. Fenwick tumbled to the ground and the mouse swung again, this time hitting him fully on his chest. Fenwick fell to the ground like a dead weight as the Battle Mouse moved in for the kill.
         

         Drewshank cried out and charged at the creature. He was surprised to see Indigo rushing alongside him. Indigo threw himself on to the mouse’s head, gripping it by its armour. He pulled at the straps, loosening the buckles, and started to hit down with his fists, focusing mainly on its eyes. Drewshank slid alongside the creature and thrust his sword into its underside. It started to squeal in a maniacally shrill voice; its tail swung violently back and forth, and with a sharp twist of its head, threw Indigo to the ground. Illyrian troops grabbed their prince and against his will pulled him to safety. Drewshank withdrew his sword and found himself eye to eye with the beast. Blood was running down its front leg, forming a pool on the floor.

         The Battle Mouse crept forward. Its bloody fur was steaming under the armour. Drewshank retreated, inches at a time. The Battle Mouse snorted, clawing the floor, and then ran at him.

         Drewshank rolled to the side and thrust his sword out towards the creature. The blade cut the leather bands that secured the armour to the mouse’s body, and the metal plating slid down to the cobblestones. It remained attached to the mouse’s head, however, and Drewshank dived at it. As his hands caught the thick armour, the mouse skidded into the side of a building. Drewshank held on, oblivious to the tail swinging at his body, and he managed to stamp a foot on to the armour. He grabbed at the fur on the mouse’s back, and it leapt up, kicking its legs all over the place. Drewshank was thrown back and forth, never letting go.
         

         With one hand firmly attached behind the animal’s right ear, Drewshank let his whole weight bear down on the mouse’s body. The mouse jerked forwards and ran up the hill, frantically swerving around in an attempt to rid itself of its passenger. In all the panic, Drewshank hadn’t even stopped to think about Fenwick, but he was soon reminded. The mouse charged straight past his still body, lying lifeless on the ground. Drewshank swallowed hard.

         The mouse roared through the scattered Illyrian soldiers, who were now battling hard against the Old Town Guard. Drewshank’s feet pressed down on the armour as it bounced over each and every cobblestone. The mouse ran on, further and further, breaking through the ranks of the Old Town Guard as though they were its enemy.
         

         As bullets whistled past his head, Drewshank ducked and dodged, using the thick tusk as a shield. The mouse didn’t care who it hit, and tore into the defending troops. In the blink of an eye, Drewshank and the Battle Mouse had cleared the lines of attackers, and still he held on. He’d reached Grandview, and Lovelock’s mansion now towered up over his head. He looked straight ahead, and panicked when he saw a number of soldiers rise up out of the ground. It was too late to do anything by the time he realised there was a trench in front of him. The soldiers lifted their rifles to their shoulders and fired. The mouse hurtled clear over the trench, leaving them dumbfounded below. It thudded into the ground and Drewshank was thrown clear, his sword catapulting out through the air. The mouse thumped into Lovelock’s front door, smashing it to smithereens before rolling inside and out of sight.

         Drewshank quickly picked himself up from the floor, bemoaned the loss of his sword and rushed into the mansion. The hallway stretched out before him, with pots and vases smashed on the floor, and halfway down was the Battle Mouse staring back at him.
         

         ‘Stop right there!’ ordered a soldier from the trench.

         Drewshank raised his arms in surrender, feeling the presence of the soldiers behind him. The mouse started to move. Drewshank waited, listening to a clock in the hall tick away the seconds. Eventually the mouse powered forwards and dived at him. He threw himself to the floor at the last moment, and the soldiers and the Battle Mouse tumbled back into the trench as one; rifles firing with abandon as the mouse caused untold destruction.

         ‘Well,’ puffed Drewshank, ‘that was easy!’
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         Mousebeard’s head dropped and he lowered his arm. A tingling pain spread through his shoulder, and he clutched it, maintaining his grip on the unused pistol. The effects of the mousebite were spreading faster than he thought they would.

         
         ‘So you don’t have the guts to finish it off,’ said Lovelock. ‘I was right.’

         Algernon pushed Lovelock out of the way and walked up to Mousebeard.

         ‘Is it bad?’ he said.

         Mousebeard nodded.

         ‘I think it’s reached my shoulder,’ he said.

         Algernon looked sadly at his friend. They both knew what this meant.

         Mousbeard passed Algernon the pistol.

         ‘Not like this. I’ve no stomach for it.’

         ‘Have you finished yet?’ snarled Lovelock.

         Isla Halberd grabbed Lovelock’s wrists, tugged them behind his back and tied them tight.

         Mousebeard placed his hand on Algernon’s shoulder.

         ‘Go and find the others with Isla,’ he said. ‘Make sure they’re safe. I’ll look after this lot until you get back. We’ll take them to the Illyrians and let them punish Lovelock as they see fit. My work is done.’

         ‘Are you sure?’ asked Algernon.

         ‘I’m sure,’ he replied. ‘If, for any reason I don’t make it to when you return, make sure you visit Giant Island. There are things there that might be of use to you.’
         

         ‘Don’t talk like that,’ said Algernon. ‘Of course you’ll be here when I get back!’
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            The Mouse of Paradise
            

            THE MOST COLOURFUL OF ALL MICE, THE MOUSE OF PARADISE WAS considered a myth among collectors until just a century ago, when numerous colonies were found on the tropical islands of Ganyr. This beautiful mouse has long, patterned fur, which shimmers in the light like metal: it can apparently be bristled and moved at will by the mouse, creating a dazzling effect for all who see it.
            

             

            MOUSING NOTES
            

             

            Unusually, the colours found within the fur of the Mouse of Paradise vary with each specimen. It’s been noted that this variation has been affected by environment, with each island of Ganyr changing the make-up of its colony of mice in subtly different ways. These creatures are not as rare as once thought, but their habitat is under threat now more than ever and so they are a protected species. They can be kept under licence, but very few are ever granted to collectors.
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            No Way Out

         

         DREWSHANK RAN FURTHER INTO THE TOWERING mansion. he knew the Mousekeepers were there and he just had to find them. He pushed open a door at the end of the hallway but found nothing.
         

         ‘Devlin Drewshank?’ said Lady Pettifogger, a flush of anger on her cheeks. ‘Is that you?’

         She ran down the stairs, strode through the hall and stopped right in front of him.

         ‘How did you kill Lord Battersby?’ she shouted, her voice barely concealing her rage.

         Drewshank walked past her, pushing past her outstretched arm.

         ‘Where are the children?’ he said bluntly.

         
         Two soldiers ran in through the front door, but Lady Pettifogger told them all was well.

         ‘They’re unharmed,’ she said. ‘I shouldn’t have been so kind.’

         ‘Where are they then?’ said Drewshank.

         ‘I want to know,’ shouted Pettifogger. ‘Tell me what happened to Alexander!’

         Drewshank began walking up the stairs.

         ‘Don’t walk away from me!’ she cried. ‘How did you kill Lord Battersby?’

         ‘Oh I promise you,’ he replied, stopping and staring down at her, ‘I would have dearly loved to have been the one to do that. But I’m sorry. It was a bunch of mice.’

         ‘Rubbish!’ she screamed, letting out all her anger in one burst.

         ‘And I didn’t even think you cared for him,’ said Drewshank. ‘I guess absence makes the heart grow fonder?’

         ‘Who is this?’ said General Mordiford, walking in through the door. ‘Beatrice? What’s going on?’

         ‘It’s Devlin Drewshank,’ she said.

         ‘So you’re Drewshank …’ said the General. He unhooked a pistol from his belt and aimed it towards him.
         

         ‘You’ve got bigger problems than me,’ said Drewshank. ‘Go fight someone more worthy.’

         ‘I don’t think so,’ said General Mordiford.

         ‘And Lovelock? Where is he?’ said Lady Pettifogger.

         ‘Wherever he is, that’s where you’ll find Mousebeard,’ said Drewshank.

         ‘Drewshank,’ said the General, ‘the Illyrians are finished. I’ve heard that we’ve captured their King and we’ve pushed the remaining army back into the slums. They will surrender soon. Tell us where Mousebeard is and maybe we’ll let you face trial, rather than shooting you here.’

         ‘You make one mistake after another,’ said Drewshank, unmoved.

         ‘General!’ called a soldier from the trench outside. ‘Illyrians! There are more Illyrians!’

         The General glanced at Lady Pettifogger and then looked back up the stairs to Drewshank. He passed her his pistol.

         ‘Don’t let him escape!’ he ordered, before walking out of the building.

         
         Lady Pettifogger was silent.

         ‘Are you going to listen to him?’ said Drewshank.

         Lady Pettifogger looked tired and ill at ease. She didn’t reply.

         ‘Then I’m going upstairs to find Emiline and Scratcher.’

         He strode up the staircase, shouting out at each landing. It wasn’t until the fifth floor that he heard them, and opened each door in turn before finally seeing them.

         ‘Captain!’ cried Emiline and Scratcher, as he appeared through the door.

         He looked at them, sitting tied to chairs in the gloomy, empty room. There was just one tiny window on the wall, and that let in only enough light to gently colour everything. However, he could still tell that Scratcher’s face was cut and bruised, and Emiline’s eyes were red and sore.

         ‘Are you all right?’ he asked. He knelt down in front of them and tried to untie the ropes at their wrists. They were too tight for his fingers and he started to look for a knife.

         ‘They hurt Scratcher,’ said Emiline, ‘but we didn’t say a thing. Not a thing!’
         

         ‘I’m all right, really,’ said Scratcher, ‘but they killed Portly.’

         ‘Your mouse?’ exclaimed Drewshank, looking at Emiline. ‘I’m sorry, Emiline.’

         Emiline suddenly wanted to cry again, but she pushed her grief aside – there would be time when all this was over.

         ‘What’s happening out there?’ said Scratcher. ‘What’s all the noise about?’

         ‘The Illyrians have attacked Old Town. They’re searching for Lovelock, but he’s escaped.’

         ‘Mousebeard’s plan didn’t work?’ asked Emiline.

         ‘No, it didn’t get a chance too.’

         It was his turn to fall quiet now, and Emiline realised something was up. Drewshank was never lost for words.

         ‘Are you all right?’ she asked.

         ‘No, not really,’ said Drewshank. ‘I think Fenwick may not have made it.’

         ‘No!’ cried Emiline and Scratcher together.

         ‘I can’t quite believe it,’ said Drewshank. ‘We’ve been through everything together.’

         
         Everyone sat quietly for a few seconds.

         ‘Right,’ said Drewshank, steeling himself. ‘We’ve got to untie those ropes. Any ideas?’
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         Indigo paced through the slums surrounded by his few remaining troops. Unlike everywhere else in Old Town, people were still to be seen on the streets. Drunks and vagrants meandered hazily along the alleys and paths, unaware of the mayhem going on around them. In many cases, they were as oblivious to the strange soldiers running past them as they were to the fact that they were alive.

         The Old Town Guard had entered the slums in force. The Battle Mice were leashed once more, and prowling along, as much in charge of the search for the remaining Illyrians as their handlers. The mice had the excitement of the chase flowing through them, and they were almost unstoppable.

         ‘Wait,’ said Indigo, out of breath.

         They were standing in a narrow road with tumbledown houses and burnt-out buildings surrounding them. The Grunting River was coursing along at its end. Indigo knew that they’d gone as far as they could.
         

         ‘That’s it,’ he said. ‘Enough. This is where we stop running. All we want is Lovelock.’

         ‘It’s time to negotiate,’ he said. Suddenly the Old Town Guard appeared at the road’s end. Their boots on the cobblestones were beating like an overworked heart.

         Indigo walked down the road, leaving his men behind. He took off his helmet and lowered it to the ground. He waited as the Guard walked closer and closer. The Battle Mice were tugging at their chains, itching to be let off.

         ‘I demand to talk to your king,’ said Indigo, raising his arms to show that he posed no threat. ‘In the name of Illyria, I wish to negotiate a settlement.’

         His troops behind him followed his lead, removed their helmets and lifted their arms in the air. Indigo stood quietly as a Battle Mouse neared, eventually stopping at his feet with a tug of its chain by the handler.

         ‘Prince Indigo,’ said a soldier, walking closer. ‘Tell your men to withdraw their Sharpclaws.’

         Indigo did as he was told, and the soldier walked up to him and took him by the arm.

         
         ‘Do not expect a fanfare this time,’ he said, pushing him through the lines of the Old Town Guard.
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         ‘What’s this about Illyrians?’ barked General Mordiford.

         The soldier in the trench pointed out to the end of the road that ran along Grandview. The body of the Battle Mouse was lying in the trench. The only way to stop it destroying everything had been to shoot it dead.

         ‘Over there, sir,’ said the soldier. ‘There are at least another thirty of them!’

         The General dropped down into the trench and watched as the Illyrians approached. They were supposed to meet with Indigo’s troops once he’d reached Grandview, but as things stood, they had no idea of his plans to surrender.

         As his soldiers rushed around him, preparing for the attack, General Mordiford picked up a rifle. He stamped on to the wooden boards at the base of the trench to find his footing and then he looked around to check that he had adequate supplies. He was pleased to see barrels of gunpowder and piles of weapons were loaded up all around. The Old Town Guard were ready to fight a strong defence.
         

         ‘Who needs Battle Mice?’ he said, raising his head above the trench and aiming his rifle at an Illyrian soldier distinct from the main group. They were now just a hundred metres away. He counted down slowly, and when the soldier was in range, he pulled the trigger.

         Taking his first shot as a signal, the rest of his troops started to fire. The Illyrians didn’t stand a chance against the onslaught. The General looked pleased as the attack was cut short, but suddenly he saw his soldiers jumping from the trench in a crazed fashion.

         ‘What!’ exclaimed the General. ‘What’s the matter?’

         The Sharpclaws had dodged the bullets and swarmed into the trench. They rushed up and down the muddy sides, their claws slicing from left to right, leaping at each soldier they passed. The soldiers fired recklessly, desperate to stop the mice, but it would take a lucky shot to hit them square-on.

         The General lowered the aim of his rifle as the Sharpclaws drew nearer. He caught one in his sights, aimed and fired. The mouse flew backwards with the force of the bullet, but three more replaced it. General Mordiford reloaded, but there were too many Sharpclaws to take out. He started to run, turning and firing at the mice. The Sharpclaws jumped at him, cutting at his coat tails. He swivelled and fired once more, but the mice dodged the bullet with ease. Then the General froze. The bullet had hit something even more dangerous; something explosive.
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         ‘What’s that noise?’ said Drewshank.

         He jumped up to look out of the tiny window, and saw wisps of smoke rising from the ground.

         ‘What is it?’ said Emiline, wriggling in her chair, trying to pull her wrists out of the ropes.

         ‘Smoke!’ said Drewshank.

         ‘On Grandview?’ said Scratcher.

         As Drewshank stuck his ear to the pane of glass to hear better, a great explosion rocked the building. He fell backwards, narrowly avoiding Scratcher’s chair. A bright flash lit the window, soon to be replaced by thick black smoke.

         ‘Fire?’ said Drewshank, rising to his feet to look back out the window.
         

         ‘What?’ said Scratcher.

         ‘FIRE!’ yelled Drewshank. ‘Everywhere’s on fire!’

         ‘We’ve got to get out!’ cried Emiline.

         The Mousekeepers frantically started trying to untie themselves.

         ‘No good,’ said Emiline, ‘I can’t do it!’

         ‘Try biting it or something!’ shouted Drewshank. He rushed around the room looking for sharp objects.

         ‘Don’t be stupid!’ she yelled.

         ‘The window!’ said Scratcher. ‘Smash the window!’

         ‘Of course!’ said Drewshank.

         With his fists clamped together, he punched through the window, shattering the glass and very nearly his fingers. As he gritted his teeth, soaking up the pain, he chose a small shard of glass that remained in the window frame and pulled it out.

         ‘It’s working!’ he growled, as he cut the bonds of Emiline and Scratcher, before sticking his battered fingers in his mouth to soothe them.

         ‘It’s all on fire!’ said Emiline, who’d jumped up and rushed to the window. ‘The whole of Grandview!’

         
         ‘Then what are we waiting for?’ said Drewshank.

         He ran through the door and went flying into the hall. Smoke and the roar of fire were travelling up from the lower floors.

         ‘Trust them to stick you up here on the fifth floor,’ said Drewshank.

         It was then that he remembered Lady Pettifogger.

         ‘She’s downstairs …’ he said.

         ‘Who?’ said Scratcher.

         ‘Beatrice!’ said Drewshank.

         ‘Leave her,’ said Emiline.

         ‘I can’t,’ said Drewshank.

         ‘What?’ said Emiline.

         Drewshank wanted so much not to care about Beatrice Pettifogger. He stepped on to the staircase, remembering how wonderful she’d looked all those years ago, and how he’d caught a banned Blueback Mouse to prove his love for her.

         He suddenly felt the scorching heat on his face, emanating from the floor below. He could see the blazing fire through the windows, licking up around the frames. Even the thick wooden props that were holding the building up were on fire. He knew it was too late to save her. It was time to save his real friends.
         

         ‘Up!’ he shouted, running back to Emiline and Scratcher. ‘We’ve got to go up!’
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            The Snorter Mouse
            

            The Snorter is an aggressively large mouse, famous for the thick, single horn protruding from the top of its nose. When in groups (known as a ‘rabble of Snorters’), they’re renowned for causing great damage to buildings and crops, which can prove particularly problematic for small, out-of-town communities.
            

            Their loud snorting calls can be heard far and wide, and are very recognisable, with a clear differentiation between the male and female of the species.
            

             

            MOUSING NOTES 
            

             

            These creatures are troublesome at the best of times, and as such they’re rarely kept in collections.
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            Grandview in Flames

         

         GENERAL MORDIFORD OPENED HIS EYES. HE LAY ON THE bottom of the trench, covered with mud, and lucky to be alive after the explosion. Ash was falling all over Grandview. The towering mansions near to Lovelock’s were ablaze from the blast of the gunpowder barrels. Once the General’s bullet had set one off, all the others in the trench had blown up in a furious chain reaction. The heat was enough to stop everyone in their tracks. Soldiers who weren’t pinned to the floor by the blast were staring up at the fire in awe. The General crawled forward, his fingers digging into the mud, dragging him along. He was badly hurt, but at least he could move. A hand gripped his, and he craned his head up to see who it was.
         

         
         ‘General!’ said a soldier.

         He pulled him from the trench and lifted him across the road to relative safety.

         ‘The Illyrians have surrendered, sir,’ he said. ‘They are opening negotiations with the Mayor and the King as we speak.’

         General Mordiford tried to shield his face from the heat.

         ‘We need water …’ said the General weakly. ‘We must dowse the fires! Lady Pettifogger’s inside!’

         The soldier recognised the urgency, but they were a long way from the river. There was nothing they could do to bring water in time.

         ‘Yes, sir,’ he said.
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         Emiline jumped up the remaining steps and smashed into the door with her shoulder. It flew open, much to her surprise, and swung into the wall. She turned to see Scratcher looking down the stairs.

         ‘Quickly!’ he yelled. ‘The smoke’s rising faster than we are.’

         Drewshank suddenly appeared, coughing, and placed his hand on Scratcher’s back.
         

         ‘I’m here,’ he said, spluttering between each word.

         ‘The attic’s this way,’ said Emiline, looking beyond the broken door. A narrow crooked staircase, which leaned up too sharply to be in any way safe, lay before them.

         ‘Our last stop!’ said Drewshank. ‘Let’s get up there and see if there’s a way on to the roof.’

         Emiline’s heart sank. The attic had been Lovelock’s legendary vault where he stored all his money, and she knew it would be secured like a fortress inside. She climbed the steps regardless – there was nowhere else to go. The attic was a narrow room and the ceiling touched the floor at all sides before rising to head height in the middle. The leaning chimney breasts that cut through to the roof made it clear how much the building tilted.

         ‘You can really tell how lopsided this place is when you’re up here,’ she said, pacing back and forth restlessly. She banged the low ceiling countless times, seeing if anything moved.

         Drewshank reached the attic and had to crouch to avoid hitting his head.

         ‘Any ideas?’ he said, looking about him. The smell of burning was everywhere, and thin wisps of smoke had reached the stairwell.
         

         Scratcher ran to the edge of the floor and kicked the sloping ceiling with all his might.

         ‘It’s useless!’ he shouted.

         ‘No it’s not!’ said Emiline, her desperation growing despite her words. She pushed hard at the brown bricks of the chimneys, but nothing happened.

         Suddenly a terrific crash sounded below them. The floor jerked under their feet throwing them down. The building was moving.

         ‘Hold on!’ shouted Drewshank, throwing out a hand to grab Scratcher’s arm.

         Emiline clutched the chimney and felt her legs slide away as the floor’s tilt turned into a slope. The mansion was toppling over like a falling tree. Drewshank and Scratcher slid into the wall, the building still moving, falling further sideways. And then it hit something. The roof shuddered, cracks appeared in the chimneys, and thin slivers of light cut through to the near-vertical floor.

         ‘I can’t hold on!’ screamed Emiline. Her grasp was failing, and with another lurch of the building, she fell. Her legs scraped along the floor, and she tumbled down towards Drewshank who was pressed firmly against the roof. Instinctively she threw out her legs, and as she hit the now vertical ceiling, kicked out as hard as she could. A hole splintered around her foot, tiles fell to the ground and she covered her face to avoid being hit.
         

         ‘Emiline!’ cried Drewshank, ‘you’ve done it!’

         Through the ever-widening hole he could see what the mansion had hit. It was leaning precariously against the next building, their roofs touching.

         ‘Push the ceiling!’ he shouted. The crackling of flames was growing louder by the second. ‘Kick it! Punch it! Come on!’

         Scratcher tore at the underside of the roof tiles like a wild animal, and Drewshank and Emiline kicked as hard as they could. As soon as there was a space wide enough, Emiline pushed herself through. She didn’t dare look down, and instead looked straight at the opposing roof. She could see little through the thick grey smoke that was coursing upwards, but she could definitely make out a section of flat tiles. She realised there and then that she had to jump.

         
         ‘Go on!’ shouted Drewshank. ‘You can do it!’

         Emiline leapt forward with every morsel of energy that was left to her. She slammed into the hard roof a metre below, and rolled forward. Flames were snapping around Lovelock’s mansion, cutting into the smoke. She felt the building below her shake, and she looked over the edge: it was on fire too.

         ‘What are you waiting for?’ shouted Emiline.

         Drewshank flew through the haze and crashed down before her. He pulled himself to his feet and turned back to where he’d come from.

         ‘Do it, Scratcher! Jump!’ he shouted.

         Lovelock’s mansion creaked and groaned. The roof shifted, contorting and bending as though being crushed by a great weight from above.

         ‘Scratcher!’ screamed Emiline.

         She ran forward and became enveloped in smoke.

         ‘Emiline!’ shouted Scratcher, coughing. ‘I can’t move! I’m trapped.’

         Emiline stepped closer to the edge but felt the roof tiles slip downwards beneath her feet. Suddenly Scratcher’s hand appeared through the smoke. She grabbed it. His fingers tightened around her palm.
         

         ‘Scratcher!’ she cried.

         With a deafening roar, Lovelock’s mansion twisted and fell away. The smoke became acrid, black, and menacing. Emiline held the hand with all her might. It was pulling at hers and her feet were slipping. Drewshank clutched her arm to help.

         ‘I can’t hold on!’ she cried, desperately trying to tighten her grip.

         Drewshank threw his hand over Emiline’s and gripped Scratcher’s wrist. The smoke was choking them, blinding them, and the black shadow of the mansion was lurching lower.

         Emiline held on, with her eyes squeezed tight, but she could feel Scratcher’s fingers slipping through hers. With a final groan, the mansion buckled and collapsed down into a dense, billowing cloud of horror, and Scratcher’s hand slid from hers. He was gone, and for an instant the whole world was silent.

         ‘Emiline!’ shouted Drewshank, feeling the roof tilt beneath his feet. ‘What are you doing?’

         Emiline shook herself back into the real world.

         
         ‘Help me!’ he shouted. ‘I can’t pull him up all by myself!’

         Emiline opened her eyes and saw Drewshank locked to the edge of the roof, with Scratcher desperately clawing his way up. She jolted into action, stretching down to help. Together, they made light work of it, dragging Scratcher up and on to his stomach.

         Emiline threw her arms around him.

         ‘Oh Scratcher, I thought you were dead!’ she said.

         ‘So did I,’ he muttered, struggling to stand. Emiline let go of him and he clutched his arm, which was painful beyond belief.

         The roof was now teetering ominously. They had little or no time. Drewshank took hold of Scratcher and pulled him along. Emiline followed, and they ran to the furthest edge of the roof, which was now lifting into the air as the other side dipped. The building was falling down towards the burning black remains of Lovelock’s mansion.

         ‘I’m going to slide down,’ he said. ‘And you’re going to come with me.’

         ‘Slide?’ exclaimed Emiline.
         

         ‘Think of it as a playground,’ he said confidently. ‘Or imagine you’re sledging.’
         

         Emiline gripped his hand.

         ‘Sledging?’ she said.

         ‘I’ve never been good with description,’ he added. ‘And its going to ruin my shoes, but …’

         Before she could resist, he jumped, pulling her and Scratcher with him.

         
         

         

         
            
               [image: ] 
               

            

            The Dropper Mouse
            

            A CAVE DWELLER BY NATURE, THE DROPPER MOUSE LOVES DAMP, DARK conditions. With large, opaque eyes and light grey fur, the mouse has a strange appearance, particularly as it is most often seen hanging upside down.
            

            The mouse earns its name from its slightly acidic droppings, which fall like rain from the creatures’ cave ceiling dwellings. Cavewalkers regularly moan about encountering a group of the mice and the messy state of their clothes afterwards.
            

             

            MOUSING NOTES
            

             

            The Dropper Mouse makes an easy addition to any collection, although its housing will require regular cleaning and a rugged reinforced base to withstand the corrosive elements of its droppings.
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            The Long Way Down

         

         ALGERNON LIFTED HIMSELF FROM THE WELL. CLIMBING up was harder than going down, and Isla helped him over the last few inches. As soon as he was out, he could see the smoke from Grandview clouding the sky.
         

         ‘Grandview’s on fire,’ he said, fearing the worst for Emiline and Scratcher. ‘We have no time to lose!’

         Lovelock’s carriage was still standing outside the well, and the horses at its front seemed unaware of the battle that had been taking place. He jumped up and took the reins. Isla joined him.

         ‘Do you think Mousebeard can look after them by himself?’ said Isla.

         Algernon urged the horses on and they were soon powering off down the lane.
         

         ‘If anyone can,’ he replied, ‘it’s Jonathan.’

         ‘But he doesn’t look well,’ she added.

         ‘I know,’ muttered Algernon. ‘I’m trying not to think about that.’

         With the horses running at a gallop, the cart took the corners well, and they were soon bouncing through Merchants’ Square and heading up on to the main road. The signs of battle remained all round, and the Old Town Guard were everywhere. They seemed listless and weary.

         ‘What’s happened here?’ said Isla. ‘I seem to have missed the biggest battle in history.’

         They were soon faced with the full view of the fires on Grandview. Lovelock’s mansion no longer existed, and the buildings next to it were both looking shaky.

         ‘It’s gone,’ said Algernon. ‘His mansion’s gone …’

         Like a missing tooth in a once-full smile, the mansion was conspicuous by its absence.

         ‘And the others aren’t long for this world either,’ said Isla.

         ‘But what about Drewshank and the Mousekeepers?’

         
         Algernon powered on, snapping the reins so that the horses galloped faster up the road. As they neared the top, they saw the destruction the explosion had caused, and members of the Old Town Guard were piling up debris from Lovelock’s mansion, while trying to dampen the fires. There were even a few Illyrian soldiers amongst the mess, helping out.

         ‘Everyone move!’ shouted a soldier. ‘The building’s coming down!’

         Soldiers scattered towards Algernon’s cart, and he looked up at the toppling building. His heart stopped. He could see Drewshank on its roof.

         ‘Look!’ he cried.

         Isla had seen it for herself. Three people had just leapt from the top of a building.

         
            [image: alt]
            

         

         ‘Arrrgh!’ yelled Drewshank.

         The mansion was tilting and collapsing to the ground, but instead of him falling, his feet had hit the side of the building: what once had been upright was now sloping and about to fall over completely. With a mixture of sliding and running, he careered down with Scratcher clamped in his arm, dodging the flames that licked out of windows as they passed by, and jumping over pipes as they rushed towards his feet. And he couldn’t feel his feet any more: they’d long gone past being painful.
         

         ‘Keep going!’ he screamed, amazed that he seemed to be in control.

         Emiline’s hand was still locked in his, her legs sliding down at such a speed that the soles of her boots felt as though they were burning up.

         ‘I am!’ she cried, knowing all too well that she couldn’t stop if she wanted to.

         The building finally started to crumble and collapse beneath them, and with just a few metres to go before they reached the ground Drewshank leapt through a wall of flames to safety. Scratcher flew through the air, tumbling on to the rough road, and Drewshank skidded to a halt on his chest beside him. Emiline was the last to land, and hit the ground hard, forcing her to roll to a stop. Her hand was wrenched from Drewshank’s. An immense crunching growl rumbled into the air as the building vanished into a thick cloud of smoke and dust, which consumed the three of them.
         

         Emiline opened her eyes and found she could see nothing but grey smoke. From head to toe, her clothes were blanketed in powdery dust, and she tried to brush it off, but it just seemed to get worse. She covered her mouth and started to squint as the smoke burnt into her eyes. She rose to her feet and thought she heard her name being called. Her ears became her only guidance, and she stumbled through the churning smoke. It became lighter the further she walked, and through the gloom two hands grabbed her and pulled her out into the afternoon light.

         ‘Emiline!’ said Algernon, almost jumping for joy. He gently pushed the hair out of her face and flicked dust from her shoulders.

         Emiline smiled, coughed, and the dust that was caked on her face cracked like an old oil painting.

         ‘Where’s Scratcher, and Drewshank?’ she asked, her voice dry and croaky.

         ‘Over there,’ he replied. ‘They’re safe.’

         Emiline breathed out a great sigh and collapsed into Algernon’s arms.

         ‘Everything OK?’ asked Isla Halberd.

         
         She walked across and helped Algernon bring Emiline to Drewshank and Scratcher, who were sitting on the grass verge at the edge of the road next to a pile of rubble and wood. Soldiers rushed back and forth with pails of water, dowsing the flames that rippled upwards from the collapsed mansions.

         Algernon lowered Emiline to the ground and then sat down himself to look at the scene of destruction. It was the beginning of the end for Lovelock. He was finished.

         ‘That was some escape,’ said Algernon.

         Emiline burst into tears.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘But it’s over now.’

         ‘It’s not that,’ she said, sobbing. ‘It’s Portly. He’s gone.’

         Algernon fell silent, and put his arm around her as tears rolled down her cheeks.

         ‘Portly was a good mouse,’ he said sadly.

         A soldier marched past and threw a piece of timber on to the pile of debris. Out of nowhere they all heard a very faint squeak.

         ‘Did you hear that?’ said Scratcher, poking his finger in his ear to clean it out.

         ‘Unless my Mousehunter’s ears deceived me,’ said Isla, kneeling on the ground, ‘that was a mouse.’
         

         She pushed at a piece of wood in the pile and some plaster fell away, rolling down on to the ground. There was a squeak again, and everyone stopped moving.

         ‘That’s definitely a mouse,’ said Algernon. ‘Quick, come on!

         He clambered up the debris and started flinging bits of rubbish around. Before long everyone was on the pile, digging and tearing at bricks and wood while listening out for a squeak.

         Under a particularly large piece of wall plaster, Scratcher found where the noise was coming from. It was Emiline’s mousebox, looking charred and worse for wear, but it was intact. He held it aloft excitedly for all to see.

         ‘It’s Portly!’ cried Emiline, rubbing the tears from her eyes and tearing the box from her friend’s hands. ‘He survived!’

         She unlocked the lid, and the little Grey Mouse poked his head out into the daylight. He looked a little shocked, but he soon fled his mousebox and nestled down on Emiline’s shoulder.

         
         ‘It’s all in the construction,’ said Algernon, overjoyed. ‘Build the mousebox well and everyone’s a winner.’
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         Merchants’ Square was in tatters. The fountains had taken numerous hits and were leaking like sieves, with water squirting through their walls. Craters and broken flagstones littered the floor, and now that the fighting had ceased, people were cautiously leaving their shelters.

         ‘I want answers,’ said the King of Midena angrily. His soldiers surrounded him, and the Mayor skulked sheepishly in the background.

         ‘The answers you want are in front of you,’ said Indigo, boldly.

         King Rodentius looked angrily at his son for speaking out of turn, but when the Prince pointed to the Battle Mice, prowling around the captured Illyrian soldiers, he soon understood.

         ‘Look at their coats,’ said Indigo. ‘You’ll see the gold in their fur. You’ll see what Lovelock’s done with the Golden Mice.’

         The King ordered for a Battle Mouse to be brought to him, insisting despite protestations from its handler that it wasn’t safe. The thin slivers of gold in the mouse’s coat shimmered as it moved, and the King soon realised the truth.
         

         ‘Mayor Gumpino!’ he ordered.

         The Mayor shuffled over to him, quickly trying to cover the golden chains around his neck.

         ‘Yes, sir!’ squealed the Mayor. His eyes darted around the Square furtively.

         ‘Oh good grief!’ exclaimed the King. ‘Stand up like a man.’

         The Mayor finally pulled himself upright, but his fingers continued to fidget on the ends of his hands.

         ‘Did you know about this?’ said the King.

         ‘No …’ said the Mayor. ‘Well … I believe it was Lady Pettifogger and General Mordiford who actively bred this mouse for war …’

         ‘I shall come to them in turn,’ said the King. ‘But for now, the Illyrian people deserve an apology, and you shall be the one to deliver it.’

         The Mayor started to sweat, and he mopped his brow with his robes. As he turned to look at King Rodentius and Indigo, his attention was caught by the red glow of Grandview. Mansions that had been there for decades were now just piles of burning rubble. A wide column of smoke rose into the sky and became one with the clouds.
         

         ‘Old Town is ruined,’ said the Mayor quietly, covering his mouth.

         Indigo looked over his shoulder and saw what had happened to Lovelock’s mansion. He immediately thought of Emiline and Scratcher.

         ‘Mayor!’ blasted the King.

         Gumpino jumped out of his skin.

         ‘Yes, sorry. King Rodentius,’ he said, ‘Old Town is truly sorry for what it has done. Please accept our eternal apologies.’

         ‘People have died for your actions … your recklessness,’ said Rodentius.

         ‘I cannot state this any clearer,’ added the King of Midena. ‘Lovelock and his friends will face justice. The Trading Centres will be closed down for good, and if we ever find him, then he will be properly tried for his part in this Golden Mouse affair. The punishment for this, as we all know, is execution.’

         
         The Mayor shrunk back into himself as he knew his fate was sealed as much as Lovelock’s.

         ‘There is one thing I ask of you,’ said Rodentius, taking his Golden Mouse from his armour and stroking it in his hands. He held it out like the precious jewel it was.

         ‘My son, Prince Indigo, has told me how successful you’ve been at breeding Golden Mice. As much as it appals me that you’ve done this, I realise I must ask you for help. We now only have thirty pairs of Golden Mice left in the Illyrian wilderness, and with your skill we could repopulate their species. The world will seek justice for what’s gone on here today, but I only ask for your knowledge.’

         ‘Rodentius,’ said the King of Midena, ‘I will make sure every piece of knowledge that Lovelock has acquired will be passed to you. Mayor Gumpino will see to that before he faces trial.’

         ‘Then something good has come out of this,’ said Rodentius.

         Indigo couldn’t wait any longer.

         ‘If I am free to leave,’ he said, ‘I have to go and see if my friends are OK. They’re the ones, after all, that saved me – and the Golden Mice.’

         
         ‘And this Mousebeard fellow,’ said the King of Midena. ‘Where is he? It would seem an apology is in order.’

         ‘I’ll try to find him,’ said Indigo. ‘He’s suffered the most, in all this.’

         Rodentius nodded, and Indigo raced off through the Square.
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         Soldiers stared at him as he ran up the long, wide road towards Grandview. Only an hour ago, he’d been fighting on this very stretch of cobblestones. He passed the barricade that his troops had erected, now destroyed and cluttering the gutters, and he found a number of bodies lying covered at the roadside. He was about to charge on, when he heard someone call out.

         ‘Oi! Indigo!’

         He turned to see Fenwick sitting upright against the front of a house. He was bruised and battered, but he was definitely alive. Trumper was seated on his shaved head, cleaning himself, and his fat belly wobbled with each lick.

         ‘Where’s everyone?’ said Fenwick. ‘I’ve been out cold for ages.’

         
         Indigo rushed to his side, overjoyed to see him.

         ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘How are you feeling?’

         Fenwick shrugged, and attempted to move.

         ‘Bit sore, if the truth be told,’ he said. ‘Go find Drewshank, I could do with a hand!’

         ‘Of course,’ replied Indigo. ‘I’ll be back in a bit – don’t move!’

         ‘If only,’ he replied.

         Indigo ran on, and the further he progressed up Grandview, the worse things got. Tiny particles of ash rained down like snowflakes, covering the roads and rooftops with a fine film of grey. As he neared the roaring fires that once were mansions, he shouted aloud.

         ‘Drewshank!’ he cried, cupping his hands at his mouth to make his words travel further.

         The Old Town Guard were everywhere now, rushing back and forth, trying to stop the fire destroying any more of the buildings. He could feel the heat on his face, and he called again.

         ‘Drewshank! Emiline!’

         He walked past a lamp post, stopping for a second while his eyes were drawn to the twisting, crackling arms of fire that raged where Lovelock’s mansion used to be.
         

         ‘Indigo? Is that you?’ said Algernon, running along the side of the road.

         The others were close behind him. Emiline had a smile as wide as her face.

         ‘Algernon!’ replied Indigo.

         Algernon gripped him by the shoulders.

         ‘Is it all over?’ he asked.

         ‘We’ve settled our differences,’ said Indigo. ‘Yes, it’s all over.’

         Algernon breathed out a huge sigh.

         ‘We’re all fine,’ he said, ‘apart from Fenwick.’

         ‘I know,’ said Indigo, ‘he looks pretty badly hurt …’

         ‘Hurt?’ said Drewshank. ‘You mean he’s alive?’

         Indigo looked confused.

         ‘I’ve just talked to him.’ he said.

         Drewshank grabbed him and kissed him forcefully on the forehead. He took off without another word.

         ‘But what about Lovelock?’ said Indigo.

         ‘We have him,’ said Algernon triumphantly. ‘At Smuggler’s Cove.’

         ‘Mousebeard is looking after him nicely,’ said Isla.

         
         ‘Then we need to go,’ said Indigo. ‘We need to get help, and tell everyone that Lovelock is caught!’

         Algernon looked fully fired up at the prospect.

         ‘I couldn’t agree more!’ he said.

         
         

         

         
            
               [image: ] 
               

            

            The Triplehorn Mouse
            

            A VIOLENT AND TERRITORIAL MOUSE, THIS CREATURE IS FROM A DIFFERENT age altogether. Considered to be one of the oldest species of mice (fossil records prove that it has been around for millennia), the Triplehorn is now on the endangered-species list. For many years its horns were thought to possess healing qualities and used in medicines the world over, but science is now proving these claims to be unfounded. Unfortunately people continue to harbour these beliefs and the mouse is nearing extinction in the wild.
            

             

            MOUSING NOTES
            

             

            These mice can live to a grand age and many still reside in collections. However, only officially sanctioned breeders are allowed to keep the Triplehorn and they are bound by law to do everything possible to sustain numbers in order for the animal to be reintroduced into the wild.
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            No Goodbye

         

         ALGERNON WALKED INTO SMUGGLER’S COVE ALONGSIDE Indigo and four soldiers from the Old Town Guard. He pulled his leather hat from his head and started wringing it in his hands. Isiah and Mousebeard had vanished along with the ship.
         

         ‘Where are they?’ said Algernon.

         ‘They sailed away an hour ago,’ said Lovelock’s butler, who was tied up next to the two helpers. He was seated in front of a row of boulders, and a Rockpool Mouse was standing on his boot, gnawing at the sole.

         ‘But where?’ shouted Algernon, rushing over to him. ‘Where?’

         
         ‘How would I know?’ he replied wearily.

         Indigo walked to the water’s edge. The tide was heading out and he stood on the glistening sand, looking through the thin exit out to sea. Algernon arrived next to him, feeling a mixture of anger and sadness.

         ‘I must be missing something,’ he said. ‘Mousebeard had only hours left to live, why would he sail off to sea?’

         ‘What?’ said Indigo. ‘Dying? How?’

         ‘It was after the explosion at the Exhibition,’ said Algernon. ‘He was bitten by a Nightshade Mouse. Its poison slowly works its way around the body, destroying everything as it goes. It had already taken him.’

         ‘That’s horrible,’ said Indigo. ‘Are you sure?’

         ‘I’m sure,’ said Algernon.

         They stood staring out to sea in the vain hope of spotting something.

         ‘Jonathan,’ he said sadly. ‘Where are you?’
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         Scratcher had finished tidying Isla’s front room, and mousetraps and bait were now shelved neatly or housed in cupboards out of the way. The floor was finally safe to cross without fear of having your leg clamped by a Holding Trap.
         

         ‘You didn’t need to do all that cleaning!’ said Isla, laughing.

         Scratcher was quite proud of his tidying skills.

         ‘It gave me something to do,’ he said.

         ‘Well, don’t let me stop you,’ she replied. ‘The kitchen’s back there, and my bedroom could do with a dust …’

         It took Scratcher a few seconds to work out she was teasing him. He huffed.

         ‘Hello!’ called Algernon, walking through the door with Indigo.

         ‘Where’s Mousebeard?’ said Isla, greeting them.

         ‘He’s gone,’ said Algernon. ‘The boat had gone. Lovelock too.’

         ‘What?’ said Drewshank, storming down the stairs. ‘Mousebeard and Lovelock have gone?’

         Emiline walked into the hallway from the back of the house. She’d been out in the garden, breathing in the air. She was wearing a clean set of clothes, borrowed from Isla, but they didn’t fit her at all well.

         ‘So all this was for nothing?’ said Isla.

         
         ‘Did Lovelock escape?’ asked Scratcher.

         ‘No, he was with Mousebeard,’ said Indigo.

         ‘Where did they go?’ asked Emiline, slightly bewildered. Portly was circling her neck and his tail kept tickling his nose.

         ‘Who knows?’ said Algernon.

         ‘I guess he had something up his sleeve,’ said Isla.

         ‘Look,’ said Indigo quietly, ‘I have to leave. I need to return to my father.’

         Emiline was saddened to hear the news.

         ‘You’re off?’ she said. ‘We haven’t had a chance to talk.’

         ‘I have to,’ he replied. ‘If any of you want to sail with us when we leave, you’re more than welcome.’

         Emiline realised Indigo was looking and acting much more like a prince.

         ‘Thanks for the offer,’ said Drewshank, ‘but I’ve got some business matters to attend to in Old Town. We’ll meet again before too long though, I assure you.’

         ‘Same here,’ said Algernon.

         ‘I thought I’d ask anyway,’ he said. ‘Whenever you find yourself travelling our way, be sure to visit, won’t you?’

         ‘Of course,’ everyone replied.

         
         ‘My country will always be indebted to you,’ he said. ‘And the first thing I’ll do on my return will be to get that statue of you built, Drewshank.’

         ‘How lovely!’ said Drewshank, his vanity and ego massaged.

         ‘Don’t forget us,’ said Emiline.

         Indigo smiled at her, and she immediately started to blush.

         ‘I’ll miss you all,’ he said, ‘so make sure you dust down those Onloko Mice. I’ll want letters!’

         He left the house and everyone walked into Isla’s front room to wave at him through the window. Algernon was astonished by how tidy it was.

         ‘You’ve hired a cleaner?’ he said.

         ‘Just Scratcher,’ she replied.

         Drewshank looked at the Mousekeeper.

         ‘You never kept your quarters this clean on the Flying Fox!’ he said.
         

         ‘It’s different when it’s someone else’s stuff, isn’t it?’ replied Scratcher.

         ‘He’s right,’ said Algernon.

         Isla put her arm around Emiline.

         
         ‘But talking of hiring,’ she said, ‘I’ve got a new commission, starting in a few days.’

         ‘You have?’ said Emiline.

         ‘I was organising it all before you arrived, but I’m setting off on a hunt. I’m going to need some mousers.’

         ‘You are?’ said Emiline.

         ‘I was wondering if you and Scratcher would be interested?’ she said. ‘How’d you fancy being assistants to a Mousehunter? I’ll teach you everything I know on the way.’

         ‘I’m not sure that it’s the life for me,’ said Scratcher, honestly. ‘I think I’ve had enough of mice for the time being. I much prefer making things, like Algernon.’

         Algernon started to glow with pride. A smile filled his face.

         ‘And you, Emiline?’ said Isla.

         ‘Well … I’ve always wanted to be a Mousehunter,’ she said.

         ‘So what do you say?’

         Emiline looked at everyone’s face, searching for support.

         ‘I think you’d be a fool not to go,’ said Drewshank.

         
         ‘I agree!’ said Algernon.

         Emiline turned to Scratcher, who gave her a big smile in an attempt to hide his true feelings. He knew this was everything she’d ever wanted in life.

         ‘I’ll never talk to you again if you don’t go with her,’ he said.

         Emiline’s foot tapped nervously on the floor.

         ‘I’d love to!’ she said.

         Isla was overjoyed.

         ‘And Scratcher – are you sure?’

         ‘I am,’ he replied. ‘If Algernon will have me, of course.’

         ‘We can set up our own workshop, if you like,’ said Algernon. ‘I’ve got plenty of new ideas. We could make our fortune yet!’

         ‘And another inn?’ said Drewshank.

         ‘Now there’s a thought!’

         ‘I’ll need somewhere to relax now that you don’t have the Giant’s Reach,’ added Drewshank.

         ‘But what about you, Captain?’ said Emiline. ‘You’ll need another ship – you’re the best privateer in the land.’

         ‘You always say the right things,’ said Drewshank. ‘But I’ve been thinking about that, actually. Maybe it’s time for a change?’
         

         ‘You can’t say that, Cap’n,’ said Fenwick, appearing at the door. He was walking, but with a distinct limp, and his chest bound by thick bandages.

         ‘You’re up!’ said Emiline.

         ‘Of course. It’s boring lying in bed. Besides, I had to remind the boss about his insurance cover on the Flying Fox.’
         

         ‘Insurance?’ said Drewshank. ‘When did I get that?’

         ‘You didn’t, as such,’ said Fenwick. ‘I did. And you should be due a tidy little sum there.’

         Drewhank ran to his friend and squeezed him tight.

         ‘I think I love you,’ he said.

         Fenwick’s reply was a cry of pain.

         ‘That means I could try writing my autobiography …’ said Drewshank. ‘Could you imagine what a read that would be?’

         ‘You want to write a book?’ said Scratcher.

         ‘Would there be a section about when you discovered the Spiny Rock Mouse?’ asked Isla.

         Drewshank blushed bright red like a beetroot.

         ‘I thought no one knew about that?’ he said.

         
         ‘Word gets about in the mousehunting community,’ she replied.

         ‘I see …’ he said. ‘I fear I might need to talk to you, find out what other people have said.’

         ‘Any time,’ she replied. ‘It would be a long conversation, though.’

         The sight of Drewshank being embarrassed was an unusual one, and everyone laughed at the redness of his face – everyone except Algernon. Instead he was looking out of the window, staring at a thundercloud amassing in the distance.

         He knew that somewhere out there was Mousebeard, his old friend.

         His best friend.
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            The Grey Mouse
            

            THE GREY MOUSE IS A PLAIN YET FRIENDLY CREATURE, WHICH HAS BEEN known to survive almost anywhere. It’s a sturdy rodent, and has become so successful in adapting to different habitats that it’s now thought to outnumber almost all other species this side of the Great Sea.
            

            Despite its ordinariness, the Grey Mouse is often found in every budding young mousekeeper’s collection, as many parents consider it to be the ideal first mouse.
            

             

            MOUSING NOTES
            

             

            The Grey Mouse has very few specialist requirements. With good general care this mouse will repay your love in bucketfuls.
            

         

      

      




    
         
         

         
            
               [image: ] 
               

            

            Into the Unknown

         

         MOUSEBEARD WAS WEAK, BUT HE STEERED THE SHIP further and further from the coast with his remaining good arm. The wind pushed them along at a good speed, and he pulled a cloak around him to stop himself shivering. He was so cold, and with a drizzle seemingly appearing from nowhere, he pulled the hood over his head.
         

         ‘What are you doing, you fool?’ said Lovelock. He tried to loosen his bonds by twisting his wrists, but they were tied too tightly.

         ‘I’m finally getting rid of you,’ he said.

         ‘You could have just shot me. That would have been easier! Or handed me over to the authorities like you promised Algernon!’
         

         Mousebeard lowered the sail, and the ship slowed down. It was now just a speck on the horizon, its sail almost lost against the darkening grey sky. He breathed deeply.

         ‘There are lots of things I could have done,’ he said. ‘But I realised while standing alone with you, that this was our matter. Our matter alone …’
         

         ‘Oh, stop your sermonising,’ sneered Lovelock. ‘It’s incredibly dull.’

         Mousebeard peered out across the ship.

         ‘You’ve had your time,’ he said. ‘Now shut up!’

         Lovelock sighed and turned his head to the side. The sea was growing murkier and more menacing.

         ‘I always knew you were weak,’ said Lovelock.

         Mousebeard clutched his chest. He struggled to unbutton his shirt, but he could see that his neck was darkening, and his chest was almost totally blackened. He could feel his throat tightening. He knew death was coming. He unlocked his mousebox, and for the last time he revelled in the Blackheart Mice crawling over him.

         ‘I’m not weak,’ he said.

         
         ‘Nonsense,’ said Lovelock. ‘Without me you’d have been a nobody. You’d have been plain old Jonathan Harworth, but now you’re Mousebeard the Pirate.’

         ‘But I would have had a life …’ said Mousebeard, his voice shaking with anger and emotion.

         ‘Jonathan, you were always a touch over-dramatic.’

         Mousebeard felt the pain grow stronger in his chest, his heart was seizing up and his breath faltering.

         ‘You’re not going to be able to finish this are you?’ queried Lovelock, raising an eyebrow. ‘You’re dying from that mouse bite and leaving me adrift in the Great Sea. Is that your grand plan? Do you not think I can survive this?’

         ‘You won’t …’ Mousebeard said quietly. ‘You’ll die even without my help.’

         ‘Oh, but I will survive,’ said Lovelock, with maddening confidence. ‘I once was a sailor too, Jonathan. When you die, which will no doubt be soon, I’ll use your blade to cut the ropes that bind me. I’ll reach land, and I will survive. I have money everywhere – mice have been kind to me.’

         Mousebeard clenched his teeth. He was cold and his vision was blurring. In one last gesture he slipped the hood down over the back of his head and let his hair flow freely.
         

         ‘Isiah,’ he said breathlessly. ‘Mice will be the death of you …’

         Lovelock laughed out loud.

         ‘You are a joke,’ he said, pulling at the ropes on his wrists once more.

         Mousebeard failed to reply. His head slumped slightly forward. Lovelock looked closer at his enemy, and kicked him gently with his foot. There was no response, and he couldn’t believe his luck.

         ‘Well, goodbye, my old friend,’ said Lovelock. ‘I’m rid of you at last.’

         He leant forward, twisted himself around so that his bound hands could search Mousebeard’s cloak. With a bit of fumbling, he found the knife secured at his belt. He pulled it a short way out of its sheath and ran the ropes along its edge. His hands separated with ease, and he smiled a horrible, ruthless smile. He stood up and pulled at the sail, forcing it back up the mast.

         ‘That was a pretty poor attempt at killing me,’ said Lovelock, watching the wind catch the sail and drive him further on. He felt the boat rock slightly, and he realised that the waves were growing around him. They were buffeting the boat, and he sat down to steady himself.
         

         Suddenly, a wave hit the hull, and water sprayed into the air. Lovelock wiped his face, and looked across at the lifeless passenger in his boat. He had to get rid of him. He grabbed Mousebeard’s body at the chest and held it over the edge of the boat. Another wave broke on the hull and covered them both with spray. Lovelock shook his head, his eyes stinging from the salt water. Suddenly, Mousebeard’s cloak moved. Lovelock rubbed his eyes, wondering if it was the wind. The cloak rustled again, and he leaned closer.

         A mouse crawled from the sling that was holding the pirate’s arm. It was the mouse that he’d rescued from the road after the Illyrian ambush. Its ears were long – too long to look normal – and its body was shaking violently.

         ‘No! No!’ cried Lovelock.

         He tried to swat it away, but it was too late. The Long-eared Mouse had come into contact with sea water. Its body had swelled to twice the size and was steadily turning silver in colour. Lovelock frantically heaved Mousebeard’s body fully into the water and snatched the rudder, hoping to guide the boat to safety. But there was no escape this time.
         

         The water started to foam and froth. The waves grew from mere metres in height to a size as tall and sheer as a cliff face. Isiah Lovelock felt the boat rise higher and higher as it was swept upwards. The sea below him flashed silver. The water began to swirl in a frenzied motion, twisting and spiralling down into a never-ending tunnel to the deep. For a split second all was quiet. And then Isiah Lovelock saw his future.

         In a burst of sound so terrifying and fearsome, the huge serpent-like Grak ripped through the whirlpool, flying up into the air. Its sleek silver body writhed around in the sky, snorts of steam blasting from its nostrils. Finally, the Grak’s red eyes caught sight of the small boat below and it rocketed down like a meteorite, tearing through its hull as if it were made of paper. As everyone knows, an encounter with the Grak means certain death for all.
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            Epilogue

         

         EMILINE AND SCRATCHER STOOD QUIETLY AT THE DOCKS watching workers rush back and forth. Sailors readied ships, and fishermen hauled their catches over the cobblestones ready for market. The latest news on the cover of the Mousing Times talked of fresh sightings of the Grak. Even though their lives were once more starting anew, some things felt terribly familiar.
         

         Emiline checked her mousing belt, pulling at implements one after the other, to be sure they were securely attached. A polished new mousebox hung proudly at her side and she flicked its lock over and over. She even checked to see if Portly was comfortable on her shoulder.

         
         ‘Come on, Emiline!’ said Isla, appearing through the crowd. ‘The ship’s set to depart. We can’t miss the tide.’

         Emiline turned to Scratcher, who hadn’t said a word for the last few minutes. He’d simply been staring off into the horizon, thinking about how a Sharpclaw had once made a fool of him at the docks.

         ‘I’ll miss you,’ she said, tucking her blonde hair behind her ears.

         ‘You’ll be back before long,’ he replied. ‘And you’ll be the youngest Mousehunter ever.’

         ‘I will,’ she said.

         Portly sniffed the air and squeaked aloud.

         ‘He seems ready for another adventure,’ said Scratcher, smiling.

         He tickled the mouse on the head and got another squeak in gratitude.

         ‘Come on!’ shouted Isla, placing her hands on her hips.

         Emiline gave Scratcher an awkward hug and ran away excitedly into the crowd. The life of a Mousehunter’s assistant awaited.
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