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				But this is pretty interesting...

				X marks the spot: topsecretbookclub.com

				Have you checked the back of the book yet? I promise in the future I will go back in time and add something special to the back of this book.
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				Don’t forget to turn to the back 

				to find the questions for this book. 

				.
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				Also, there’s a URL hidden in this book that will take you right to the Top Secret Book Club website, where you can find other books and win prizes.
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				That’s right, prizes!
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				Dedicated to my adventuring mother 

				who dragged me all over the world, 

				and once promised me,

				.

				“We will only stay 

				until the head burns.”

				.

				.

				

				Yes, she really did say that...
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				Chapter 1

				A Very Bad Day

				The day the two telegrams arrived was a bad day to begin with. Isabella had come to recognize bad luck days by the low-hanging clouds outside her window when she awoke and the way the hairbrush tangled in her hair, working in more knots when she tried to brush it out. Bad days often included burned eggs, which she despised, or runny eggs, which made her want to throw up. 

				If there was no time for chocolate milk before they had to take her sister, Chloe, to school she knew the day was shaping up to be a bad one. And on those days when Pepper the dog ran out the front door after Tesla the cat, both refusing to come back no matter how much she and Chloe and Nanny all called, she could be sure that all was lost. 

				That particular day had all of these signs, plus one more.  Now she knew that when a strange man in a blue uniform comes to the door with a blue envelope that has to be signed for, that is the worst day of all.

				The morning of the bad day in question began exactly this way. The sky was dark and threatening when she awoke, even though it was well after eight o’clock. Nanny burned the eggs on one side, and left them runny on the other. There was no chocolate milk because the milkman had not left fresh bottles, and the hairbrush got so tangled that she couldn’t get it out of her hair at all. 

				It was while Nanny was struggling with the brush, and Bella was struggling to keep Nanny from pulling all her hair out, that the doorbell rang. Dragging Bella with her, Nanny threw open the front door to a man in a blue uniform who quickly jumped out of the way of the small cat and big dog who bolted shoulder to shoulder between his legs out into the driveway together. 

				After they’d all watched Tesla climb the closest tree and Pepper disappear down the street, the man stepped back to the door, straightened out his uniform and hat, and handed Nanny a blue envelope and a tablet to sign.  Nanny signed, the man tipped his hat, and trotted off down the steps to his blue truck. 

				Nanny at last let go of the brush to tear open the envelope and slip out a thin piece of parchment with a few lines typed onto it. After reading for a moment, her face went very white and she burst into tears.  Sobbing and collapsing on the stairs, Nanny pulled Chloe and Isabella to her sides. Hugging them tightly and, much to Bella’s consternation, buried her wet face in Bella’s tangled hair.  

				The sisters exchanged puzzled looks over Nanny’s head and tried fruitlessly to get an explanation from the sobbing woman. Finally, Chloe managed to pry the telegram out of Nanny’s hand and after running upstairs to their bedroom, read it out loud in halting voice to Bella. This is what it said:

				Disaster [stop] Due to high winds, threatening storms and unexplained conditions, the Aurora and crew are lost [stop] Presumed dead [stop] Guard the children [semi-stop] Enemies at the gate [stop] Instructions will follow [stop]

				Just then the doorbell rang again. Bella and Chloe rushed back downstairs and snatched a second blue telegram from the man’s fingers. This telegram said: 

				Chloe Rosetta and Isabella Serafina are to immediately report to 730 Bair Island Rd, Last Cove of the Shore, slip 303 on the double [stop] Bring your swords this time [stop] Auntie Sue [stop]

				Chloe read and reread both telegrams to Bella. The Aurora was Mom and Dad’s airship. They often traveled on it for their business, and they were away on business now, having left the night before and promising to be home this evening. “Disaster” certainly didn’t sound hopeful, nor did “threatening storms,” “high winds,” or “unexplained conditions.” Although the girls couldn’t be sure exactly what that meant.  Also, they didn’t know what all the “stops” meant. 

				None of it made a lot of sense. Did the Aurora crash? The telegram didn’t say, but it did say the crew was lost. But lost where? Sometimes Dad spoke of being lost in time, Bella pointed out. But he and Mom always found their way back. Couldn’t that be what this meant? 

				But the real blow was the next line: “presumed dead.” 

				There could be no doubt about the meaning of that. Dead meant dead, no matter what presumed meant, Chloe said sternly. And that is how the girls finally understood that the Aurora had crashed in a storm, and their Mom and Dad, and the rest of the crew were all dead. 

				Bella and Chloe were numb. It didn’t seem at all real that they were dead. It seemed much more likely that the door would open that evening at the usual hour, and their mother and father would come in, arms full of groceries, perhaps a gift or two from their travels. A Tibetan prayer wheel or a chronometer that showed the way to the pharoahs’ tombs. Trinkets like these littered every surface of their old house. 

				Or maybe the phone would ring and it would be Dad, wanting to see that everything was okay with his two girls. Then Mom would come on the line and together they would sing their lullaby song to them. Without knowing they were doing so, both girls listened for the phone.

				The phone did ring just then. Leaping up they rushed to it happily. Racing Nanny to reach it before her. Sure that it was their parents telling them it had been a mistake, that everyone was fine and the Aurora hadn’t crashed in a storm at all. But Nanny reached the phone first. When she answered she didn’t stop crying. In fact, she started crying even harder. Then Chloe knew with a sinking heart that the telegram was right. Their parents were really and truly dead. 

				She and Bella were orphans. 
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				Chapter 2

				Beyond Here There Be Pirates

				

				The rest of the day was a confusion of packing, squaring away things at home, and getting off to the train station to catch the southbound express to Bair Island. There had been some discussion with Nanny about staying put. Perhaps she, Nanny, would be willing to live with them now that they were orphans, and keep taking care of them? She was so very good at taking care of them. 

				For a short time, Nanny seemed almost persuaded, especially when Chloe pointed out that she could have Mom and Dad’s bedroom now, and all of Mom’s clothes. Mom had beautiful clothes. But then a strange (and scary) thing happened that convinced everyone that staying in this house, no matter how much they loved it, would not be safe at all. 

				A face appeared at the kitchen window. Bella saw the man first. After watching him for a moment, she pointed him out to Nanny and her sister. 

				It was not a nice face, but a leering face whose grin showed off jagged, yellow teeth. Chloe thought it was a giant insect looking in their window, because it had no hair and its eyes were impossibly large and round for a human being.  But then she saw that the eyes were really round goggles, the kind airship pilots wore. What she thought was an insect head was really a leather helmet, with flaps hanging down to cover the man’s ears.

				Nanny and Chloe both screamed, and grabbed Bella. They all raced upstairs and locked themselves in the bathroom, listening for the man to break the glass and come into the house after them. 

				Only Bella thought to look out the bathroom window down to the side yard, where she saw a small figure in goggles and a leather helmet getting into the sidecar of a motorcycle. The driver of the cycle was hunched over, his red beard and red hair blowing back wildly as he revved the bike’s engine. The two strange men sped off down the road together. 

				After that, there was no talking Nanny out of it. The telegram had said there would be enemies at the gate, and here was one looking in the kitchen window right now. They had to leave their home, perhaps forever.

				Auntie Sue had instructed the girls to report to her at the Last Cove of the Shore, Slip 303, Bair Island. And Nanny was determined that was what they would do. Without heeding any further protests from the girls, a very few of their things were packed into wheelie suitcases and everyone was bundled into the car. Tearful goodbyes were called out the car window to the dog and cat as they drove off to the train station leaving behind Pepper and Tesla, perhaps forever. 

				[image: ornament.eps] [image: ornament.eps]

				Two trains and a taxi later, Chloe and Bella were delivered to the entrance of the Last Cove of the Shore Marina on Bair Island.

				Chloe had hoped when the taxi cab stopped that they’d come to some other Bair Island. A wrong Bair Island.  But this was the correct island, the cab driver assured them. 

				Not “Bear,” as in the big black kind that might eat you up if you are lost in the woods—but B-A-I-R Island. The name of some man who discovered the island first. 

				They had arrived surprisingly fast, cresting a low bridge that crossed the freeway, past used car lots, until they were winding along through marshes and hills with no sign of houses or people in any direction. Chloe wondered where Auntie Sue’s house could be? There were only miles of reeds and small inlets and muddy ponds, and flocks of birds rising screeching and cawing in the bright sunlight. 

				Finally they came around a tight corner, and the road just stopped, with nothing much left of the land but a low slope into the bay and a couple of small docks where boats were tied up.

				“But, this can’t be it!” she exclaimed.

				The cabbie only laughed. “This is it, Dearie. Bair Island, Last Cove of the Shore Marina. 

				He pointed at a hand-lettered sign on an old piece of driftwood leaning against a palm tree. It said: 

				“Bair Island Road, 

				Last Cove of the Shore”

				Under that, someone else had scratched a tiny skull and crossbones. Chloe looked at Bella, and Bella looked back. Chloe wondered if the same look of fear was in her own eyes. 

				Now they stood in front of, surely, the worst, most dilapidated, uncared-for boat at the farthest end of the marina. A battered, tarnished and splintered old beast that resided at slip #303. 

				This boat looked hardly afloat at all.  It didn’t have nice shiny white sides like the pretty boats they’d passed. It looked a hundred years old, made of splintered wood, faded and sun bleached, and sat at a strange tilt with water slapping over one side and onto the deck. Bird droppings and bits of palm fronds and other junk littered the sun-bleached tarps. And the small round windows were so dirty that Chloe couldn’t see inside. 

				This couldn’t possibly be where they were to meet their last and only living relative. This couldn’t be where they were expected to live!

				Just then, deep inside the boat, they heard the sound of a door creaking open and shutting with a crash, then a thump, thump, thumping growing louder and closer. Bella gripped Chloe’s hand more tightly and both girls took a step backwards, afraid of what was coming out of the belly of the boat to meet them.
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				Chapter 3

				The Tantrum

				The thumping grew louder and closer, and the girls inched their way to the farthest edge of the pier, until they had nowhere to go but into the dirty water. The door to the hold burst open, and through it, waving her arms to clear out the cobwebs in front of her, came a very, very old woman. 

				She was bent over almost double, her long white hair hanging in strands around her face and down almost to the ground. She wore an old pair of baggy jeans and an old striped shirt that hung nearly as loosely as her skin. 

				The crone humped up the three stairs to the deck, huffing and puffing from the effort, using her clawed hands to pull herself painfully along. 

				“Chloe Rosetta? Isabella Serafina?” The woman looked around her for a moment, then spotted the two girls huddled at the far end of the pier. She squinted one eye bird-like eye at each of them. Chloe shuddered, then nodded with a gulp. Bella remained unperturbed.

				Suddently, the hag laughed. Her cackle filled the silence of the old marina, and birds leaped into the air and flew off with disdain. Chloe flipped her long red hair back over her shoulders, a habit she used when trying to be brave, and stood a little straighter. Whoever this old witch was, she didn’t plan to be scared away. 

				“We’re looking for—,” she started, her voice quavering despite her best efforts.

				“Me!” the old woman broke in with a broken grin. “You are looking for me, m’dears. And you’ve found me. I am your Auntie Sue,” she laughed. “Welcome to The Tantrum, your new home!”

				Bella was amused. She didn’t like the spider webs, and assumed there were spiders to go with them, which she also didn’t like. But the boat — a schooner her Auntie Sue informed them — was pretty amazing. It wasn’t a motorboat like her friend Jeanne’s parents had. It didn’t have a motor, or at least not much of one. But it did have two tall masts for sails, although now the sails were bundled up and tied at the bottom of the masts. 

				What Bella liked the most was the tingling feeling that emanated from all around the schooner. It was a prickly sensation that made her smile, even though she hadn’t felt like smiling all day. It made her hair follicles stand up, and gave her goose bumps all over. It was as if the boat were purring like a cat. 

				The same feeling came from the old woman, who called herself their aunt but seemed much too old to be Dad’s sister, even if she was his older sister. It was a feeling Bella had only felt on the rare occasions when she was in the presence of magic. What she wasn’t sure was whether it was good magic, or bad.

				Chloe would have told her it was bad, very bad. Finding that their Auntie Sue was a crazy old witch who lived on this floating disaster set Chloe in a dark temper, indeed. It appeared that Auntie Sue hadn’t done any of the things her Mother always did when company came. She hadn’t cleaned anything. She hadn’t cooked any nice treats, even though people who have traveled a long way are always tired and hungry. 

				She didn’t even offer to show Chloe where the guest bedroom was. She only said they’d find their cabin in the hold. When Chloe didn’t know what the “hold” was or what a “cabin” could be, the old bat laughed at her. She pushed a creaky old door open, pointed down a flight of steps into darkness and gave Chloe a little shove with her claw hand. 

				Angrily, Chloe stomped down the stairs, thumping her suitcase behind her. But when she saw what a cabin was, she burst into tears. It was their tiny, absolutely filthy, bedroom. There was nothing in it but two bunk beds and a round window high in the wall for light. To one side were some drawers built into the wall. But that was all the furniture that would fit, so that was all the furniture there was. Not even a closet.

				Bunk beds on boats were not nearly as nice as bunk beds in houses. Her best friend Zee had bunk beds and always let Chloe sleep on the top bunk when she spent the night. But on this boat, the bunks were narrow and dark. They looked more like shelves than beds. And there were no princess bedspreads or lacey pillowcases, either. There was only a small, stained bit of foam for a pillow, and it didn’t have a pillow case of any kind. 

					“Think of this as an adventure, dear,” Sue said, not unkindly when she noticed a tear streak down the girl’s face. But Chloe knew adventures, she’d been on plenty with her parents. And this was nothing like an adventure. 

					Bella wasn’t unhappy. She knew she should be.  She knew that this was a old boat probably about to sink. And her aunt was a old woman maybe near death. While she did miss her own room and the toys and the animals, and of course her parents, much, another feeling was pushing all those bad feeling to the back of her head. A feeling of anticipation, of excitement. A good feeling was growing inside her. 

					Something wonderful was making its way toward them through the blackness of this day, she was sure of it. She could feel that wonderful thing as surely as she could feel the ever-stronger hum of magic coming from the boat. 

				She knew she should be helping Chloe, but she didn’t really care if their suitcases were unpacked, or their clothes put away. Instead, Bella crawled up into the top bunk and lay back. She ran her fingers along the cracks in the old wood of the low ceiling above her, listening to the good thing that was coming.

				Then she noticed that  something was scratched into the wood over her head. Something that looked like a lot of little squiggles and lines, but purposefully drawn. Something that was somehow familiar. 

				She traced her finger along the little carving.

				“Chloe?” Bella turned her head to look at her sister, who had just finished folding and putting away their clothes and was now sorting out little boxes and toys. “Chloe, look,” Bella said. Chloe sighed, set the jewelry box on the lower bed, and crawled into the top bunk with her sister.

				Bella pointed to the drawing lightly sketched into the wood. Chloe frowned. It could have been a secret sign scratched into the wooden ceiling, but it also could have been where worms had eaten through the rough boards. Or where some tired, bored sailor idly scratched at the wood with his fingernail.

				“Doesn’t it remind you of something?” Bella asked.

				“Like what?”

				“I don’t know.” Bella scrunched up her nose in concentration. “I can’t remember.”

				“I don’t think it’s anything to worry about,” Chloe said, in her best Mom voice, putting her arm around Bella.

				She stifled a yawn. She hadn’t realized just how exhausted she was after this long day. But now, lying on the bunk, the soft creaking of the ship’s wood and the gentle rocking of the waves had nearly put her to sleep. . . almost to sleep. . . . 

				Just before she nodded off, it came to her. And for just a second, Chloe knew exactly what the mark above their heads was.
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				Chapter 4

				The Door at the End of the Hold

				Chloe awoke with a start from the most terrible dream she’d ever had. It had been about pirates capturing her and Bella, and taking them far away from their parents on a pirate ship. 

				She opened her eyes and tried to make out her bedroom, the closet door, and the light that always drifted in from her parent’s room. But there was nothing. Wherever she looked, no matter how wide she opened her eyes, it was pitch black. 

				Chloe reached out with a hand and touched the low ceiling above her, and slowly the whole reality of her new world came back. What had happened to her parents. The long train ride with Bella to their new home. Meeting the old witch who claimed to be their aunt. And now having to live on this filthy, horrible old boat.

				Chloe sat up suddenly and banged her head on the ceiling. She was beginning to make out the small room by the tiniest bit of moonlight trickling through the round porthole. The sun had set while she’d been sleeping, and now it was night. 

				Chloe hated to take a nap during a sunny afternoon and wake up at night. She hated feeling that she’d missed the rest of the day. But most of all she hated that scared, lonely feeling that waking up at night always gave her.

				Bella was no longer snuggled in the narrow bed with her, and she felt alone in the world. After all, she thought, now there was no one left to love her but her little sister. Suddenly she couldn’t bear to be apart from Bella. 

				Chloe crept to the cabin door and creaked it open. She peaked out timidly. To her left, she knew, were the stairs up to the deck. And to her right, the hold stretched long and dark into the bowels of the ship. 

				It all seemed a lot bigger in the dark like this. Who knew what monsters lived down there? Rats, likely. Spiders, certainly. What else? 

				As Chloe peered in the direction of the rats, spiders and unnamed monsters, she began to make out a faint glow. Then she thought she could hear some dishes clattering and chairs scraping. A wonderful smell began to tickle her nose, also from that direction. And was that a giggle? It sounded like Bella laughing and talking a long, long way away.

				Chloe crept through the dark hold toward the light and Bella’s soft laughter. The wonderful smells reminded her that she’d had nothing to eat since early morning. Now and again, there was another voice, much higher, and when that voice laughed it echoed through boat. 

				She came at last to the door at the end of the hold. A large, ornately carved door with some kind of ancient symbol painted on it that reminded her of something, if only she could see it better. 

				But it was dark, and the paint was much faded and chipped away. Then she heard dishes again, and the clinking of glasses, and the something that smelled heavenly filled her nose and made her mouth water. So she pushed the heavy door open onto the most remarkable scene.

				There was Bella, sitting at a large, wooden table, chatting away with the other two guests. Across from her sat Auntie Sue, dressed in a high-necked black gown, looking like an old Victorian queen. And between them, sitting directly opposite Chloe so that she could see it quite clearly and wasn’t in the least bit mistaken, was a large mouse dressed in haberdashery. 

				All three were laughing and had their goblets raised in a toast. They all turned at once to look at Chloe, who thought perhaps this was still a part of her dream, and that she hadn’t woken up but was sound asleep in her own bed. 

				But the sound of her sister’s voice broke the spell.

				“Chloe,” Bella smiled delightedly, “look who it is? It’s Mouse!” She grinned. 

				Indeed, that was exactly who it was. 

				The largish mouse stood on its chair to better see over a table full of food, and gave Chloe a little formal bow, then a grin and quick wink. 

					“Hello Luv!” he said. “So glad you’ve joined us on our adventure. I hope you had a good sleep, because tonight is the kick-off meeting. I wouldn’t want you to miss that.”

				Chloe felt the blood rushing out of her head, where she desperately needed it at that moment. Just before she slipped to the floor, Sue rushed to her side and caught her in her billowing skirt and laid her gently to the floor. 

				“Quickly, Bella, bring your sister something to eat. She must be weak from hunger, and I am sure this is a bit of a shock to her,” Sue said, pressing a goblet of wine to Chloe’s lips.

				Mouse stood anxiously on Chloe’s other side, patting her still tingling hands. Bella quickly rounded up a plate of roast quail and pink pudding and a large spoon. She attempted to shove spoonfuls into Chloe’s mouth, but the girl was too shocked to eat.

				Chloe was shocked not merely at seeing her little sister drinking wine. For indeed it really was wine in all four glasses, including the one Auntie Sue kept forcing to her lips. Nor was she shocked only at seeing Bella fraternizing with the old witch. Or even at the room, which would have been shocking to anyone with refined sensibilities. It was the large talking mouse that shocked Chloe. 

				Although most people of Chloe’s age would find a talking mouse dressed in Victorian clothing rather odd, what surprised Chloe and forced all the blood to escape her head and pool in her extremities, was that she knew this mouse. For this mouse was the Mouse that had been Chloe’s BFF when she was a little girl. 

				Long before Bella was even born, the tales of Mouse and Chloe were legendary in the family. Stories like how Chloe and Mouse let all the lobsters loose from the tank at The Lobster Shop, whose other guests found their actions not nearly as charming as their parents did. 

				Or the time when Mouse kidnapped Chloe from nursery school and they escaped for three weeks to the Valley of the Kings to look for lost mummies. That time, Mother and Father were a little less pleased with Mouse, primarily because he’d taken her just before Christmas and she’d missed her Santa picture that year. 

				Oh yes, there were many, many more. But sadly, over the years, and especially after Isabella was born, Mouse had come around less and less. As Chloe grew older, and spent more time with friends, she played with Mouse less. Then she started school and took on the responsibilities of a big sister, and she stopped seeing Mouse altogether. 

				Or he’d stopped seeing her. It was rather hard to remember the exact details of their last parting. But part they had. It had been many years since Chloe and Mouse had jaunted through the back yard on a great mission for the Queen of Egypt. Or lay on their backs and watched epic battles between cloud monsters in the sky. 

				In fact, Chloe couldn’t remember when Mouse had last visited her. And the sad fact of the matter was, much to Chloe’s growing shame now, she’d begun to think Mouse had never really existed. She’d actually started to think that he’d been nothing more than an imaginary friend. 

				So to see him here, dressed in dinner jacket and cravat, offering her spiced wine and carved quail, was simply remarkable. Where on earth had he been all this time?

				“Mouse has been abroad,” Bella volunteered, as if answering Chloe’s question. 

				“Indeed I have! Battling dragons and warding off evil,” he chirped grandly, jumping onto the table and striking a gallant pose. Then quickly getting down after seeing Sue’s disapproving face.

					“But Mouse, how could you have left me? Didn’t you know I would miss you?” Chloe asked. 

					Mouse sat back solemnly. 

					“Yes, I am terribly sorry, m’dear, but you must believe me when I say I have been on the most important business. A secret mission—“ 

					He broke off as Sue made a loud sound in her throat. “Ah, yes, yes,” he hurried on, “I cannot say. It is a terribly important secret. But you must trust me, girls, and listen closely. For I have something of utmost importance to tell you about your parents.” 

			

		

	
		
			
				

				

				[image: compass%20rose%20verso.eps]

				Chapter 5

				Mouse’s Tale

				Very quickly, and with the help of several large spoonfuls of pink pudding and a lovely, juicy spear of roasted quail, Chloe was revived and the meal continued. There was great chattering and catching up on all that had been missed while Mouse was away. 

				Finally, as one by one each party member pushed back from the table, filled to the brim and unable to eat a single bite more, the conversation lapsed into a companionable silence.

				“Well then.” Mouse finally stood up, looking round at each of them. “If you have all eaten your fill, I suggest we retire to the fire and discuss ‘The Operation.’”

				Everyone pulled up a chair to the old potbelly stove for warmth, for as hot as the day had been, the night was just as cold. Auntie Sue pulled out a bit of lace and began quietly working her needles in and out of the knots, rocking back and forth in a creaky old rocking chair. 

				Outside a wind was whipping up the bay and moaning through the palm trees, and the ship made a rhythmic rise and dip on waves that washed into the cove. There was something rather homey about the scene, Bella thought pleasantly.

				They were evidently in Auntie Sue’s cabin. It was in the back of the ship, under the half deck. Unlike Chloe and Bella’s cabin, this room was tall and spacious. It was filled with musty old furniture and books, papers and little statues, swords and guns, and all kinds of strange gadgets.  

				At the back of the cabin, which was the back of the boat, were four tall stained-glass windows, so dirty Chloe could hardly make out the colors and patterns. Still, she imagined they would be pretty if washed and the sun were shining through them. 

				One window was standing open just a bit, to pull the vapors from the stove out into the night air. And with the rise and fall of the ship both girls settled down in comfort to listen to Mouse’s story.
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				“It began just a few weeks ago,” Mouse said, taking out a tobacco pipe with a long ivory handle and a black bowl. He filled it with wonderful smelling tobacco from a little leather pouch kept hanging at his waist, lit it with a taper from the stove, then puffed at it quietly for a moment.

				“I’d been asked by—,” he began, then stopped. Sue cleared her throat and shook her head without looking up from her lacework. 

				“I’d been asked by someone important,” he started again, “who made me promise to keep it a secret, so I shan’t tell you who, to travel to Mandalay. That’s in the land of Burma, next to China, on the Bay of Bengal. It was a matter of greatest urgency. It seemed that a person of interest was just then working on a scientific experiment, which if successful would mean the end of the world as we know it. It was up to me to find out exactly what he was doing, and put a stop to it. You who know me, know that I would never shirk any duty and a chance to serve.”

				All agreed that this was certainly true. A mouse of greater honor and nobility surely had never existed. 

				“After greatest inconveniences and dangerous adventures, I learned the truth of my mission. A scientist named Cornelius von Helmholtz, a dangerous man with whom we’ve had run-ins in the past,” Mouse said, shooting a meaningful look to Sue, who grimaced and slowly nodded her head, “was working on an invention that would cause us all a great deal of trouble.”

				Mouse paused for dramatic emphasis. “He had created a time machine,” Mouse explained.

				“A real time machine?” Bella interrupted.

				“Does it work?” Chloe asked.

				“But surely you know. . . .” He paused and looked at Sue, who looked back and raised her eyebrows, just as surprised.

				“Ah,” Mouse continued. “I assure you, It was quite real. And it really worked,” he confirmed.

				“But von Helmholtz wasn’t the first inventor to come up with a time machine. Actually, scientists have been playing around with this idea for centuries. Then one day, over a hundred years ago, a man named Dr. Alexander Faraday finally had a breakthrough. He created a wonderful time machine, so simple, so amazing.” Mouse smiled at the thought of such brilliance.

				“Shall I tell them?” He looked at Sue. 

				She thought for a moment.

				“I suppose your parents were waiting to tell you all of this. But now that they are—,” she couldn’t bring herself to say ‘dead.’ Everyone awkwardly looked anywhere else but at each other. 

				“But now I feel you should know,” Sue continued more firmly. “Since it is the reason you’re parents were lost. Dr. Faraday, the original inventor of time travel, was not just a brilliant man. He was also your grandfather.” 

				The sisters looked at each other with glittering eyes. Maybe this wasn’t the complete disaster that they’d thought it was.

				“And gave it to the world to use,” Mouse continued, “where others want to charge to use it.”

				“He was a great believer that time travel should belong to the people.” Sue explained. “He wanted everyone to have the opportunity to explore history. If everyone is free to travel through time, then no one can use it for his own evil purposes. 

				“With Faraday’s freeware—which until recently could easily be downloaded from the Internet—all anyone needed to travel through time was an old clock. After a short installation the user could be jumping the bands of time to visit long dead relatives, or attending baseball games they’d only ever heard about.”

				“Do you travel through time, Auntie Sue?” Bella asked, awestruck.

				“Quite frequently, m’dear,” Sue confirmed. 

				“Can we do it?” The girls were nearly leaping out of their seats.

				Then Mouse delivered the bad news.

				“Unfortunately, yesterday, at 2:36pm Pacific Time, all the TimeTraveler v2.32 software suddenly and inexplicably vanished,” he said. “As if it had never been invented.”

				“Oh!” Bella and Chloe sat down again, rather abruptly. 

				“Time machines became mere clocks and watches again. And without the software, the time-traveling community has become trapped in time. Mere Timemoils—”

				 “Timemoil?” Chloe asked, trying to hide the disappointment in her voice.

				“People who are stuck living their lives in a single time line,” Sue explained with a shudder. “Poor wretches.”

				“But what about Helmholtz’s time machine? Those still exist, don’t they?” Bella asked, clever girl that she is.

				“Yes darling, they most certainly do,” Sue said with some distaste.  

				“And that’s the whole trouble,” Mouse pointed out. “Helmholtz invents a time machine and the next day, mysteriously, all of your grandfather’s time machines are un-invented? Quite remarkable timing, wouldn’t you say?” 

				“The thing is,” Sue explained, “If Helmholtz controls all the time machines, then he decides who can travel through time. And how much it will cost them. It would make Herr Helmholtz a rich man if we all have to pay him every time we want to pop off to buy croissants from that little vendor in Paris in 1767, or take a trip for the evening to a lovely speakeasy I know in lower Manhattan in 1927.”

				“More importantly, it would make him extremely powerful. He alone could decide who traverses the bands of time, then he controls the past, the present—and the future,” she added. “He can use his machine to make any changes to the world that he chooses, and no one can stop him.”

				“Exactly.” Mouse smiled a grim smile. “We were all of us tracking down this Unauthorized Historical Revision (or “Uuuhhhhrrr” as we in the business like to call it),” Mouse continued.  “Including your parents, who were on a mission to find von Helmholtz when—.” 

				Suddenly Sue leaped to her feet, lacework forgotten. Mouse broke off at her signal. The old woman dashed to the open window and peered into the dark. Something she saw confirmed her fears. Urgently, she twirled a finger in the air, and with greatest speed, Mouse raced around the cabin and doused every lantern. The cabin was plunged into darkness, with only the faint glow of the coal stove to see by.

				Chloe, Bella and Mouse tip-toed to the row of windows and peered out. At first, they could see nothing. Then, off across the mud flats, Chloe saw two small lights bouncing around where no lights should be. It looked as if someone (or a couple of someones) were holding them in their hands. 

				Flashlights!

				The lights had spread apart and were making their wandering way slowly toward them, searching for something. Chloe looked at Bella fearfully, who solemnly returned her look. They were both thinking of the face in their kitchen window that morning. Could the men on the motorcycle have followed them? Should they warn Auntie Sue? 

				“Mouse, the tarps,” Sue hissed, and Mouse dashed away. In a moment they heard rustling above them, and suddenly their view out the window was completely covered by one of the old tarps that had lain on the boat. 

				Mouse was back with them in a flash. “All covered up, Captain,” he reported.

				“Auntie Sue,” Chloe began, barely able to contain her fear. But the old woman put a crooked finger against Chloe’s lips and slowly shook her head. Silence. 

				“Now we wait,” Captain Sue whispered.
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