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			I was the mouse with the question mark tail.

			The Mews is a private world within four high walls that smells of horse and what horses leave behind. THE PUBLIC IS NOT ADMITTED, as the Mews is full of official secrets. And just possibly I was one of them.

			I, the smallest mouse in the Mews, not grown nearly enough to match my ears or my eyes or my appetite. Always hungry as boys are, human or mouse.

			And another thing about me. My tail. It was regular and standard-issue. Gray. About the right length for flailing. And naturally very useful for covering my tracks.

			But there was something unusual about my tail. If I wasn’t whipping it about or tucking it round me for the night or using it for balance as you do, it fell naturally into the shape of a question mark.

			My question mark tail clearly meant I was of a curious and questioning nature. Curiosity killed the cat, which is no bad thing. But for a mouse, curiosity might open many doors. And some of those doors might just have cheese on the other side.

			You never know.
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			A Royal Reminder
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			Every time a human walks out of a room, something with more feet walks in.

			Mice, of course, who are only a whisker away and everywhere you fail to look. It’s true of the room where you’re sitting. It’s truer still of Buckingham Palace.

			How busy the scampering world of mice within the palace walls, through that mousehole just behind the throne. How busy the Royal Mews next door where the royal carriages are kept and the royal horses stabled. Beneath the clattering cobblestones of the Royal Mews a whole private honeycomb of mouse passages crisscross and connect. One of them leads into the palace itself.

			How busy these royal places always are—where you can see and where you are not allowed. And never busier than that distant June day when Queen Victoria celebrated her Diamond Jubilee: sixty years upon the throne!

			Remember that great day when all the horses of the Royal Mews stamped across London in the proud jubilee parade. And the mice of Buckingham Palace swept out of the walls in a great gray tide that flowed across marble floors.

			Remember that day, for it bears upon the story of my life.
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				The Royal Mews
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			Chapter One
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			The Smallest Mouse in the Mews

			We who lived in the Royal Mews next door to Buckingham Palace—horses, humans, mice, one cat, a cow for the milk, and the occasional goat—were in the service of Her Majesty Queen Victoria, Queen of England and Empress of India.

			The sun never sets on her empire, and there we were, right under her palace windows.

			The Mews is a private world within four high walls that smells of horse and what horses leave behind. THE PUBLIC IS NOT ADMITTED, as the Mews is full of official secrets. And just possibly I was one of them.

			I, the smallest mouse in the Mews, not grown nearly enough to match my ears or my eyes or my appetite. Always hungry as boys are, human or mouse.

			And another thing about me. My tail. It was regular and standard-issue. Gray. About the right length for flailing. And naturally very useful for covering my tracks.

			But there was something unusual about my tail. If I wasn’t whipping it about or tucking it round me for the night or using it for balance as you do, it fell naturally into the shape of a question mark.

			I was the mouse with the question mark tail. Perhaps because I was full of questions, many of them about me.

			Who was I?

			Who was I to be?

			I didn’t even know where I was born. All the other mice in the Mews seemed to be born within these walls. But something inside me almost remembered another place.

			And why hadn’t I a name? Surely Runt won’t do as a proper name. How would you like it?

			My question mark tail clearly meant that I was of a curious and questing nature. Curiosity killed the cat, which is no bad thing. But for a mouse, curiosity might open many doors. And some of those doors might just have cheese on the other side.

			You never know.

			

			—

			You won’t starve in the Mews. If you’re nowhere near your nest by teatime, there’s always what falls out of the horses’ nosebags: oats and bran and bits of carrot. On a good day, a lump of sugar.

			I was nobody’s child. But all mice have aunts, and I had rather more than I needed. I didn’t suppose they were my real aunts. But they nested me where they lived and worked, down below the cobblestones of the Mews courtyard, in the needlemice workroom.

			Here is the Great Truth and the Central Secret of the British Empire. I’ll just mention it now because if you’re human, you won’t have heard:

			For every job a human holds, there is a mouse with the same job, and doing it better.

			All my needlemice aunts sewed the day away, ate a simple supper from leftovers, and slept on their worktables at night, wrapped in remnants. They pleated. They patched. They took tucks and tailored. They wove nets to catch butterflies, for the wings. Their lace was finer than spiderweb.

			With gold and scarlet threads pulled from the upholstery of royal coaches, they sewed mouse-sized military uniforms. They had a small operation going in the making of leather belts and holsters. And once, mysteriously, they fashioned a very small saddle complete with cunning stirrups.

			They kept their beady eyes on me, especially the Head Needlemouse, my aunt Marigold: She had eyes in the back of her head, behind her listening ears. She was everywhere I turned.

			Her snout was spiky with gray bristles, and there were always pins in her mouth. Her fur had gone patchy. She had never been a beauty. But sharp? So sharp, you’d think she slept in the knife drawer. And like all aunts, she was full of sayings.

			One of them was: “Ask no questions and you’ll be told no lies.”

			But I was full of questions.

			“Why haven’t I a name?” I inquired as soon as ever I had the words.

			“Nameless is Blameless,” Aunt Marigold answered briefly.

			“Where did I come from?” I dared ask, though she was apt to snatch me up by the tail if I began to whine.

			“I found you under a cabbage leaf,” she said, looking aside. She always looked aside when she wasn’t telling the exact truth.

			I waited. The pins worked in her mouth. “A stork was involved.” Again she looked aside.

			I waited some more. Then she said, “I brought you home one day in my mending basket because your mother had died.” This time she met my gaze.

			Then I had a memory of my own—almost a memory. “I remember someplace very warm. Toasty.”

			“That would be the stove,” said Aunty, starchy as her apron. “I put you in a ring box and slid you under the housekeeper’s cooker. Otherwise, you’d never have lived. You were touch-and-go, right from the start.”

			“I can’t remember before the stove.” I allowed my lower lip to quiver. “I can’t remember my mother.”

			“How could you?” Aunt Marigold replied. “Your eyes weren’t open. They’re barely open now. And your mother wasn’t from the Mews. She wasn’t one of us.” Aunt Marigold’s pins bristled. “But never mind about all that now. Least said, soonest mended.”

			This was her favorite saying. And there was nothing wrong with her mending. She mended for the palace itself, and her buttons never came off.

			She could sew a fine seam. You had to give her that.

			When she packed me off to school, the Royal Mews Mouse Academy, she stitched up my uniform herself. On her own time, late into the night down in the needlemice sewing room.

			The Royal Mews Mouse Academy was absolutely the last place I wanted to go. It would take up my valuable time.

			“I don’t see no earthly reason for school,” I remarked unwisely.

			“That’s reason enough for going right there,” Aunt Marigold responded.

			I was beginning to whine, always a mistake. She removed a bit of gold thread from her scissor teeth and snatched me up by the tail, quicker than I could think. I was small for my age, or any age. She hoisted me aloft to look me square in the eye. My tail was no question mark now. It was taut as a fiddle string. You could have played “The Blue Danube” waltz on it.

			When she had my undivided attention, she said, “Your head’s empty. You’re to learn how to read.”

			But what was there to read here in the Mews except the horses’ names over their stable doors? I knew those names already. Jason, Xenophon, Morning Star, Bucephalus. Names like those.

			Wisely for once, I hung there in silence.

			“And remember,” Aunt Marigold said. “No fighting at school. You’re too little to win.”

			Ah, she had me there. Silently I swayed. My tail turned tingly in Aunty’s mighty grip. Her ebony eyes bored into me. Then she reached for my uniform, and I dropped down on all fours.

			Out of her grasp, I dared to squeak, “Surely you won’t pack me off to school without a name.” I looked up at her, all ears and eyes, very pathetic.

			“They’ll think of something to call you,” she said.

			And so they did. In fact, they thought of several things to call me. But mostly Mouse Minor because even then I was always the smallest. But you could hardly call it a name.

			“And remember who you are,” said Aunty, stuffing me into my new school uniform with the smart gold thread crest on the pocket.

			She must have meant I was her nephew, so I wasn’t to shame her. But boldly I blurted, “Who am I?”

			Aunty’s lips were tight and pursed, over her scissor teeth. Her apron crackled as she buttoned me into my blazer and gave a tug to my coattails.
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