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To my godson, Cameron Thomas. Your adventure awaits!
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PROLOGUE

Not long ago, in the daylight world of Brooklyn, New York . . .
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IT WAS NOT CRISP, cozy apsen curls he felt beneath him.

It was the cold, hard cement of the pet-shop floor that pressed against the fur of his belly.

Everything hurt—his bones, his teeth, his tail. He was aware of a frenzied scuffle going on around him—sweeping sounds, and Keep’s heavy feet, his angry voice.

Pup opened his eyes.

The world from this vantage point was a flat, dusty expanse of floor dotted with the lifeless bodies of his cagemates. His stomach turned with grief and disgust as he blinked away the blur and searched for his siblings.

“Hopper?” he called. “Pinkie?” But his trembling voice was lost in the windy noise of straw against cement and the pattering of rain on the sidewalk outside the open door. Of course Pup did not know the names for straw and rain. He knew nothing of human objects and life outside his cage. But he did know this: he was in trouble.

“Hopper . . . Pinkie!” He tried again to holler, but his words were no louder than passing thoughts.

With great effort he lifted his head and scanned the shop. There! His brother and sister, scrambling down the cord that grew out of the money machine like an electrical tail!

They’re coming to get me, he thought, relief overtaking him. Hopper will save me.

Pup closed his eyes and waited. The vibrations of Keep’s tromping feet shook the floor, and damp air swirled in from the stormy world outside the door.

The door . . . toward which Pinkie and Hopper were running.

“No!” Pup cried out. “Wait for me.”

He tried to lift himself onto his paws, but his fall—a terrifying drop through space, which he was only now beginning to remember—had left him far too sore. He could barely move at all, let alone with enough speed to catch up to his siblings.

Eyes wide with disbelief, he watched as the broom chased Hopper and Pinkie toward the door.

And then, with a bang, it slammed behind them, trapping them, Pup realized, forever out, while he was stuck here, forever in.

However long forever might be he could not begin to guess.

A flicker of motion caught his tear-filled eyes, and he turned toward it. A cagemate, left for dead beside a torn scrap of plaid fabric, had begun to stir. But Keep spotted the movement as well. Pup made to shout a warning, but the stiff bristles of the broom came down hard with a loud slap. Pup could almost feel the impact on his own shivering body as the updraft caused by the swinging broom sent the scrap of fabric fluttering into the air. It hovered briefly, like a checkered kite, then drifted downward to land once again on the dirty floor, this time within paw’s reach of Pup.

“Gotcha!” gloated Keep as he shook his broom clean.

Pup gasped, his breath strangling in his throat as he bit back a whimper of terror.

“Nasty little varmints ripped my shirt,” Keep muttered, frowning at the piece of fabric. He grabbed a dustpan from the counter and swept the squashed cagemate into it. Then he stamped across the room and bent down, using his boot to kick another unconscious mouse into the rusted dustpan.

Pup felt his blood freeze. Keep was cleaning up. . . . Mouse after mouse was being flattened, then swept or shoveled into the metal receptacle. Unless he could find a way to conceal himself, he would be next.

Muscles aching, he reached his tiny paw toward the fabric scrap. His claws closed around the frayed edge and he tugged it over himself, just as Keep turned to scan the area of the floor where Pup lay.

“That’s all of ’em,” the human grumbled, heading for the back exit with his tray full of corpses.

Not all of ’em, thought Pup, quivering beneath the fabric. His brain spun as he tried to formulate a plan. But nothing of his life in the comfy cage had prepared him for a moment like this. He was alone and afraid, with only a torn piece of cheap material to protect him.

His siblings had escaped.

No—they’d gone and left him, without so much as a backward glance.

It was an image Pup would never forget, their two tails disappearing through the sliver of open space between the door and the rain. Part of him understood that they’d been running for their lives and had probably believed him already dead, but another part of him hurt, smarting to the depths of his soul. He’d been abandoned by the only two mice he’d ever trusted. The only two mice who had ever protected him.

As he huddled there beneath the plaid tatter, a small seedling of emotion began to take root. Pup could not identify the feeling, of course; it was as new to him as snakes and brooms and rainstorms. But he knew it did not feel good.

It made his claws clench and his teeth grind and the back of his neck sweat.

Had he been more worldly or educated, he would have known exactly what to call the sensation. But he was neither of those things. He was innocent, and naturally sweet, and until now he’d never had a reason to feel this miserable, gut-searing, heart-chilling thing he could not name. He understood only that he did not like the feeling at all.

And so he fought it, let it go, hoping it would never return.

But it would return. It would come for him again, though he could not imagine now how or when or even why. It would visit him in a place and circumstance he was still too inexperienced even to dream of, this biting, clawing feeling that filled him with such darkness. This thing he did not know enough to call anger, which had already given way to fear.

Because it was that moment when the door to the shop slammed open, letting in the noise, the damp, the rain.

And the boy.

The boy with his terrible, vicious, hungry snake.
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“You again,” snarled Keep, returning with his empty dustpan. “What do you want this time?”

“Same thing I wanted last time,” the boy said. “Breakfast for my buddy. I only got two blocks away when I remembered he ain’t eaten since yesterday. He can’t wait for me to find another pet store, or trap some scrawny subway rat. He needs a meal now.”

Keep snorted. “Well, that’s too bad, because his breakfast just escaped. Every last hair of it.”

Pup peered up at the despicable boy and the repugnant reptile that squirmed on his shoulders. Fangs curved out of its open mouth as its eyes darted around the shop.

Keep walked to the door, but before he could push it closed against the splashing rain, a gust of wet wind blew in, lifting the plaid scrap into the air once again and revealing Pup, curled on the floor.

“There’s one,” said the boy, pointing a bony finger.

Pup forced himself to lay still, allowing his eyes to open only into the tiniest of slits, through which to watch this sickening transaction.

“It’s dead,” said Keep.

“So what? Bo don’t mind—do ya, boy?”

The snake answered with a hiss. Dead breakfast was better than no breakfast, it would seem.

“Still gotta charge ya,” said Keep, ever the savvy businessman, “even if the beast’s deceased.”

“Half price,” said the boy. “It’s dead and puny.” He dug into his pocket and fished out some coins.

“Fair enough,” grumbled Keep. “Dead rodents only stink up the joint anyway. Go ahead. Take it.”

The boy reached down and scooped up the presumed-dead Pup, who closed his eyes tight and held his breath. He almost wished he were dead.

Satisfied with their purchase, the boy and his snake ventured back out into the rain. Listening to the sound of his captor’s sneakers slap the wet sidewalk, Pup kept his body still and his eyes squeezed shut.

If only he had opened them.

If he had, he might have been able to peer through the slender space between the boy’s fingers and see his brother and sister in the shadow of a trash barrel, fighting over a discarded piece of hot dog. He might have seen them lunge at each other, then roll toward the rushing water in the gutter.

He might even have seen the raging current sweep them away, to disappear from the Brooklyn outdoors forever.

Or perhaps not forever . . .

But Pup saw nothing except the inside of his own eyelids, pretending for all he was worth to be a lifeless knot of fur in the boy’s clammy palm.

He would be dead soon anyway.

He might as well get used to it.
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Pup had no idea how long he was clenched inside the boy’s fist. They seemed to be traveling a great distance, the boy walking, the snake wriggling. At some point the boy stopped moving and stood still, only to continue to be propelled—not forward, but downward, smoothly. This seemed to trouble the snake, who (Pup could sense from inside the dark cocoon of the boy’s curled fingers) grew tense around the boy’s neck.

“It’s okay, Bo. It’s only an escalator. We’ll be on the train in no time.”

Train, Pup thought. Another word he’d never heard, another concept entirely foreign to him. But the idea of it, whatever it was, managed to soothe the snake.

Then the boy was walking again. Wherever the escalator had deposited them was a place without rain, because the spattering sound had stopped and the occasional drop that dribbled in between the boy’s fingers had ceased.

Pup could smell humans—more than he’d ever smelled before, more than there had even been at any one time in Keep’s cramped shop—and he could hear their gasps and cries of fear at the sight of Bo, writhing around the boy’s neck.

The boy stopped walking, and suddenly Pup’s delicate ears were assaulted with a loud growling noise that made his heart thump. The growl was followed by a kind of whistling shriek, as if some enormous beast had just exhaled.

“Best thing about riding the subway with you, Bo,” said the boy with a chuckle, “is I get the whole car to myself.”

Pup sensed the boy sitting, and then more movement, fast and sleek.

“Okay,” said the boy. “Let’s get you fed. One dead runt coming up.”

The boy uncurled his fist, and Pup felt a chill as he was exposed to the air. Using his other hand, the boy pinched Pup’s tail and lifted him up so that he was dangling, presumably, just above those lethal fangs.

“Open wide,” the boy told Bo.

Pup was so seized with panic that he forgot to play dead; he opened his eyes and found himself bathed in a sickly greenish light, face-to-face with the diabolical boy.

Startled, the boy let out a shriek, releasing his grip and flinging Pup across the train car.

Bo hissed, furious at having been deprived of his breakfast a second time.

Thwumpff.

Pup landed on the seat opposite the boy’s. He quickly scrambled to the edge and dove to the floor, keeping to the cavern beneath the long row of seats, where the boy could not see nor reach.

And he ran.

For a mouse his size, it was a lengthy run indeed. He could hear the wet soles of the boy’s sneakers squeaking on the floor as he clambered around the car, searching out his undead prey.

“There he is!” the boy cried. “We got him cornered.”

But just as the boy reached out to snatch Pup, the train came to a sudden, screeching halt. Boy and snake were flung forward, stumbling.

To Pup’s delight, his pursuer fell hard, face-first onto the dirty floor.

The boy groaned; the snake squirmed.

Pup pressed himself up against the shiny metal door.

A mad hissing filled the car as the snake unlooped his scaly self from the fallen boy’s shoulders and began to slither toward Pup.

But the whistling shriek of breath came again, and behind Pup the doors jerked wide, knocking the trembling mouse off balance.

Pup teetered on the edge of the subway car only long enough to see Bo’s fanged mouth open.

And then he fell.

Out of the car and into the darkness.


CHAPTER ONE


LA ROCHA’S JOURNAL—FROM the Sacred Book of the Mūs

I, the mystical and revered La Rocha, look down now upon the remains of the once-prosperous city of Atlantia. It has been a fortnight since the battle—a mere two weeks, yet it feels like two thousand years. Below me the city smolders. The factories no longer produce, and the streets no longer bustle with Atlantia’s fortunate citizens, who so recently went about their business, blissfully secure in the guarantee of safety and prosperity.

Safety purchased at an unspeakable cost.

The rats who dwelled here were not directly to blame; they were ignorant to all of it. But then, if they never thought to wonder or investigate, do they not share a fraction of the guilt? The Atlantian citizens only knew that their emperor, Titus, had arranged a peace accord with the feral cats that provided the rodents with comfortable lives and untroubled minds. They never bothered to ask the true cost of that peace.

Now the city is overrun with the refugees who would have been sacrificed to keep the ferals from preying upon Atlantia. These were mice and rats and squirrels and chipmunks found wandering in the subway tunnels by Titus’s soldiers and offered up to the feral queen in exchange for peace. These are the ones who were liberated from Titus’s death camps and have now taken up a precarious residence behind Atlantia’s once-impenetrable walls.

The rebels acted in good faith when they liberated the camps, but the results are grim. It must be said: they did not think far enough into the future. They were so determined to end the tyranny that they never considered what would happen in the aftermath. Such small crusaders are they! Such high hopes they had! And I count myself among them.

When this rebellion began, long ago, the goal was for all creatures to coexist in peace. A true peace in which we would aid one another, regardless of our species, as we struggled against the daily strife that comes of being tiny and hunted, or far from home and hungry. Of being loved once and then forgotten, turned out, abandoned. For this is the condition of the poor souls who find their way here, to the belly of the earth.

At the heart of this campaign was the belief we could learn to refrain from preying upon one another. Alas, I see now that this may have been too much to hope for. Because I have come to understand that even in the presence of justice and fairness, nature overrides all. Hunger must be fed, and nature has designed us so that such instinct and need can rarely be entirely quelled. I have learned that there is no evil in the true course of nature, there is only what must be. We form a living chain, from the enormous humans who dominate the upland world to the most humble creatures among us—rodent, insect, reptile.

The so-called peace that Titus brokered was self-serving and entirely against nature—animals were taken randomly from this life before nature deemed it their rightful time. There is no denying that to each of us who walks or hops or crawls or slithers upon this earth or under it, there will ultimately come that moment when we must bid our farewells and breathe our last breath. But what form our exit will take is for nature and destiny, not government, to decide. Nature determines what will come and when it will come, and how. That is the great mystery of being.

Titus upset that fragile balance by attempting to outwit nature, and now all that he twisted and manipulated must be repaired.

Below me the blare of a horn rips through the smoky silence. I recognize it well. In the past the rebel Firren would use this horn to summon her Rangers in a secret call to arms. Now the horn is a warning, and the few rodents who have been scurrying amid the city’s shambles—looting, scavenging, begging—scamper off hastily to conceal themselves behind crumbling walls.

“Incoming,” a guard’s voice bellows. “Ferals approaching. Seek cover!”

I watch in horror as one young mouse, who has been hauling a wagon filled with rotting food scraps, freezes in his tracks in the middle of Atlantia’s town square. My heart breaks to see him trembling and unprotected there in plain sight. I wish I could run to him, or at the very least shout out a command for him to run away. But to reveal myself would wreak even more havoc on this forsaken place. I must bide my time and do what I can from the shadows.

Two feral cats stalk into view. They are new to the tunnels, I am sure, for they still have a sense of upland scruff about them. They must be recent additions to Felina’s ranks; I can see in their eyes that they remember daylight. And this makes them even more dangerous, because beneath their hunger lurks the need to prove themselves.

The larger of the two felines is reaching out to slam one heavy paw down on the cowering mouse, when from the corner of my eye I spot a flash of silver, a blur of blue and red.

She is here! The rebel warrior. With her she brings a royal heir.

And a Chosen One.

He is the smallest among them, this Chosen One, but he is first to attack. Sword drawn, he barrels toward the startled cats, crying out in a familiar call: “Aye, aye, aye!” He swiftly delivers a warning cut to the larger cat’s hind leg. As the cat yowls and sputters, the petite rebel in her silver cape catches hold of the other villain’s tail and sinks her sharp rat teeth into it. The bitten one hisses and roars.

Now the royal heir steps forward, brandishing a dagger.

“I’d really rather not kill you two,” he says. “There’s been far too much bloodshed already. But I will if I must.”

The larger cat licks a trickle of red from his leg and speaks with an upland accent. “We gotta eat,” he says in his own defense.

“Well, do it elsewhere,” says the Chosen One. “These citizens of Atlantia are under our protection.”

“Citizens?” The cat snorts. He shifts a yellowy glance toward the refugees, who peek out from their hiding places. “They ain’t citizens, they’re squatters. Rodent rejects. They’re feline food.”

At that the Chosen One raises his sword. “Not while there’s breath in my body, they aren’t!”

Then the rebel plants her hind legs and rests one ready paw on the handle of her sword. She makes no other move, just waits with coiled fury. The ferals sense immediately how very much she’d enjoy plunging that blade right between their eyes. The royal heir simply crooks a grin and spins his dagger between his claws in a showy gesture. The message is clear: he, too, is prepared to fight.

Then the little warrior draws himself up; the words he speaks are ground out between his tiny mouse teeth. “Be gone,” he orders. “Or die.”

The ferals hesitate only a moment before turning to run back the way they came.

From my perch above Atlantia, a feeling swells up within me, a warm sensation that prickles along my fur. It is pride. And hope.

Now the Chosen One rushes toward the quivering victim, who is still huddled in the middle of the dusty square; he sweeps him into his arms.

“It’s okay,” he says in a gentle voice. “They can’t hurt you now.”

The mouse wriggles free and regards the hero with a sneer. “Of course they can! Don’t you see? We’re doomed. You’ve solved nothing. You’ve failed!”

With that, the mouse runs off, leaving his cart behind.

The Chosen One turns to his friends, his eyes moist and his whiskers twitching. They know that the mouse’s words ring with the prevailing sentiment of all who still dwell here. The suffering rodents feel no gratitude. They give no credit to the Chosen One and the rebels for trying; instead they place blame for falling short.

With the weight of this knowledge pressing heavily on my heart, I bow my head and slink away.

As Hopper watched the last of the crickets spring away from the palace, he was reminded of the one that had played a delightfully impromptu concert for him on that first dark day when he’d awoken and found himself in the tunnels. A lifetime ago, it seemed.

At the height of the rebel invasion this writhing swarm of insects had, at Firren’s command, attached itself to the sprawling palace and transformed it into a prison, where the emperor Titus had been contained these past two weeks. Hopper had not seen Titus since the bugs had sealed him within the beautiful palace, but he could imagine the craggy old rat at turns pacing in fury over his imprisonment, then dissolving into weeping fits, grieving the loss of his city and mourning the end of his regime.

And maybe—just maybe—lamenting the wickedness of his death deal with Felina.

Today the crickets had been relieved of their duties; they had been ordered to take their leave by Firren, who now stood before the palace with Hopper and Prince Zucker.

Hopper was still smarting from the insult delivered by the mouse in the town square. The resentment in those little black eyes stung more than any battle wound Hopper had endured. Did he really deserve such contempt?

As he looked around at the waste and the chaos, it was hard to be sure that he didn’t. Most of the grand buildings of Atlantia had been stormed by rodents desperate for shelter. Some had been set ablaze and were still smoldering. The stalls and carts of the market were toppled and broken, and the streets were filled with litter of all sorts. Nearly everything of value had been stolen, swept out of the city in the exodus, and the rodents who remained cowered in their hiding places or crept through the city with frightened expressions on their gaunt faces.

Zucker, who always seemed to know what Hopper was thinking, laid a gentle paw on the Chosen One’s shoulder. “These are confusing times, kid,” he said softly. “You did what you had to do. We all did.”

Hopper sighed. “But we never expected this.”

“I’m not sure what we expected,” Zucker admitted. “All we knew was that those refugee camps had to be eradicated and Titus had to be stopped.”

“In that regard we’ve succeeded,” said Firren.

Zucker grinned. “And now, like after any good party, somebody’s gotta clean up.”

Hopper shook his head. “It wasn’t a party.”

“I know, kid. I’m just trying to inject a little levity.”

Hopper supposed he was grateful for the prince’s attempt at lightening the mood. He was not looking forward to what was about to happen.

With a deep breath he focused his gaze on the tall, wide doors of the palace. A moment later the soldiers Bartel and Pritchard appeared from inside, pausing at the threshold. They were young, sturdy rats, impressively decked out in the uniform of Zucker’s private guard—purple tunics embroidered with a silver Z over the heart. In a way it was Hopper who had first recruited them to duty when he’d enlisted their assistance in retrieving a wounded Zucker from the tunnels.

“Come along,” Bartel called over his shoulder. “The prince, the Chosen One, and the rebel leader await.”

There was a slow shuffling sound as Titus emerged from the palace. When the disgraced emperor stepped into view, Hopper’s breath caught in his throat. Even Zucker, who had more reason than anyone to harbor a deep, unrelenting anger toward the old rat, had to look away.

This once-formidable rat sovereign, who mere weeks ago had sat upon a gilded throne and ruled a prosperous underground kingdom, was little more than a shriveled shadow of his former self. His broad shoulders were hunched, and the heft he’d once carried was gone. He seemed deflated, a sack of wrinkled skin and bones.

“Didn’t they feed him in there?” Hopper whispered to Zucker.

“They tried.” The prince gave a grim shake of his head. “He wouldn’t eat.”

Even at this distance Hopper could see that Titus’s eyes no longer burned with keen intellect; now they were sunken, vacant, and afraid. His paws trembled, his whiskers drooped. In places his fur had gone from iron gray to dull white. Worst was the pinkish welt of a scar that snaked across his face. If it had been unappealing before, it was downright ghoulish now, standing out from the sagging flesh of his snout more than it ever had before.

“Step lively,” Pritchard said. “And mind the stairs.”
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Titus’s paws were tightly bound with rope, as were his hind legs. He took tiny, mincing steps as he followed his military escorts down the sweeping front steps of the royal residence.

Was he always a self-serving and diabolical tyrant? Hopper wondered. Is it possible that at the start of it all his heart was pure?

“Where do you want him?” Pritchard inquired.

“Take him to the town square,” Zucker directed. “We’ll be along straightaway.”

An old rickshaw with wobbly wheels stood at the base of the staircase, towed by a burly squirrel with a wounded tail. Injured in the battle, no doubt, Hopper thought.

The twin soldiers guided Titus toward the shabby conveyance.

“Why are you taking me to the square?” he asked, addressing his question to no one directly but looking pointedly at his son. “Am I to be hanged? Tortured?” The confident boom of his voice had been replaced by a trembling rasp.

When Zucker did not answer, Titus hung his head. Bartel hoisted the old rat into the cart and climbed in beside him. Pritchard hopped onto the running board, nodding to the squirrel, and they rumbled off.

“I’m sending the Rangers in to guard the palace,” said Firren. “If we don’t, the looters will have a field day.”

“Good thinking,” said Hopper.

Firren blew her horn to summon her Rangers. They were at her side almost instantly. Hopper recognized them because they had joined him and Firren on the long trek to the Mūs village. One of these Rangers was called Leetch, Firren’s second-in-command. He was the biggest, and the deadliest with a sword, after Firren.

Over the past weeks Hopper had come to like and respect Leetch as they worked together in their attempts to maintain order or scare off the occasional feral. But even as Hopper had devoted himself to that task, he’d been deeply preoccupied with thinking about his family. Images of Pinkie and Pup on their way back to the Mūs village besieged by enraged cats haunted his nightmares. Many nights he’d woken up shivering and shouting in terror. He tried to convince himself that since he had heard nothing to the contrary, they must have made it safely back to the Mūs encampment, even though it broke his heart to know that Pup was so far away. Hopper’s only comfort had come from knowing that if Pinkie had indeed reached the Mūs village nestled so deeply in the earth, and protected by a great gray wall constructed of human-fashioned bricks, Pup would be safe there for the rest of his life.

But without Hopper.

That thought had him choking back tears; he put his pain aside and tried to focus on what Zucker was saying to Firren.

“While the Rangers are in the palace, you might wanna . . . ya know . . . have them execute a thorough search.” Zucker shifted his weight from foot to foot, avoiding eye contact with the rebel leader. “Titus has probably been stashing away . . . whaddya call ’em . . . valuables for years. Weapons, too.”

“Got that, Leetch?” said Firren.

The Ranger nodded. “What shall we do with the booty when we find it?”

Firren turned a questioning look to Zucker.

“Bring it to my chamber and store it there.”

Leetch gave the prince a curt nod, then led the other Rangers up the stairs and into the palace.

Zucker scratched his head and continued his strange little weight-shifting dance. Hopper would have laughed if the change weren’t so distressing: lately he’d noticed a peculiar tension simmering between the prince and Firren. They seemed to have trouble meeting each other’s eyes, and whenever she was around, the typically quick-witted Zucker became instantly tongue-tied.

“We should be on our way,” said Firren, tilting her head in a gesture that was surprisingly shy. “It’s almost time.”

“Right,” Zucker agreed. “Although I’m not exactly looking forward to this.”

“You sent your soldiers ahead, didn’t you?” asked Hopper, the dread squirming in his guts like an enormous earthworm. “In case there’s trouble.”

“It’ll be fine, kid.” Zucker patted Hopper on the back. “We’ve got to assure the rodents this miserable state of affairs will only be temporary. We need to let them know we intend to rebuild and revitalize, and make Atlantia safe and prosperous again. We’ll be able to get them on our side, I’m sure of it. After all, becoming a guiding force in the future of Atlantia is pretty much your destiny, right? All you’ve got to do is be positive and tell them your grand plan.”

“That would be a wonderful thing to do,” muttered Hopper, “if only I had one.”


CHAPTER TWO


WHEN THEY ARRIVED IN the town square, a crowd had already gathered. Hopper felt a plummeting in his chest at the sight of the small mouse who’d sneered at him earlier. Many of those present were refugees who’d been freed from the camps during the raid. He recognized Driggs, the hefty young squirrel who’d fought beside him in the hunting ground. He also spotted the brave old lady mouse, whose name Hopper had since learned was Beverley. During their trek from the refugee camp she had faked an injury in order to steal the guard’s dagger. She still wore the apron she’d used to hide that cleverly appropriated blade, but now it was filthy and tattered. When Hopper caught her eye, she smiled at him; the kindness in her expression did wonders for his morale. But he noticed that she was much thinner than she’d been two weeks ago. Her eyes seemed tired, and she moved gingerly, as though every action was taxing to her. . . . Living in the aftermath had clearly taken its toll on her. On all of them.

Only a few who had gathered were Atlantian citizens—most of that population had quit the city the minute they learned of the end of Titus’s secret peace treaty. Still, a handful remained, among them the merchant who’d once tried to sell Hopper his cherished Dodgers pennant. Hopper guessed that prize was long gone now, carried off or destroyed in the exodus. Marcy, the darling palace chambermaid, and a small number of the palace serving staff were also in attendance. Every mouse, rat, chipmunk, and squirrel looked exhausted. Haunted. Angry and in desperate need of answers—answers that it would be up to Hopper to provide.

Answers he did not presently have.

News of the assembly had gone out the night before. Zucker had issued a royal decree inviting any and all who still resided within the walls of Atlantia—legally or otherwise—to attend a meeting in the town square. The big draw was that the dethroned emperor Titus would be formally and publicly charged with his crimes. Rumor had it an official apology might be forthcoming. Not that anyone would have accepted it. They most likely turned out because they were curious as to what such an act of contrition might sound like; how would the beast Titus possibly explain himself? How could anyone express sufficient regret for offenses as great as his?

Bartel and Pritchard had handed Titus off to Zucker’s most trusted soldier and close friend, Ketchum. Now the former emperor stood on a platform in the center of the square. The crowd milled around him. Some shouted taunts and insults, others just fired hateful looks. Titus flinched each time someone hurled a name like “evil dictator” or “wicked despot” at him. The worst was “feline-feeding fiend.” Hopper supposed there would be no point in reminding the small Atlantian contingent within this angry mob that just fourteen days ago they had all but worshipped Titus for the safety and comfort they’d enjoyed under his reign. Certainly, Hopper had no sympathy for Titus; the rat deserved not an ounce of compassion. But it was troubling to see how quickly the tide of public opinion could turn, how even the most civilized rats defined right and wrong chiefly in terms of how it applied to them.

“You’re a monster!” one bedraggled chipmunk hollered, shaking her fist at Titus. “When my babies were taken off to a colony months ago, I rejoiced! I thought it was a blessing.”

Hopper, who stood between Zucker and Firren at the front of the crowd, felt Firren’s muscles tense. He wondered if she was remembering the day she and her family had been taken away as eager “colonists” and delivered to the hunting ground instead.

“Now I know the truth,” the chipmunk continued. “Now I know what really became of my children, you horrible, vile rat!” Her voice trailed off as she broke down in wracking sobs. Titus covered his face with his bound paws as the crowd booed and hissed. It occurred to Hopper they would probably be throwing rotten food at the emperor, except there was almost no food left in the city to throw. Those who had fled had wisely smuggled out as much of the city’s store as they could carry.

When Zucker climbed onto the platform beside his father, the shouting ceased. A hush fell over the assemblage. Hopper’s heartbeat quickened.

“Good rodents,” Zucker began. “We gather today to discuss the future of our city and life in these tunnels.”

“What future?” the merchant heckled. “What life? Our only destiny now is to wait for Felina’s ferals to come for us.”

“That’s not true!” said Zucker. “Atlantia is now under the rule of a new leader—”

“A new leader who just happens to be the only son of the old leader?” scoffed a chubby rat. “Namely, you! How do we know you don’t take after your old man?”

“And who will join you in your leadership?” cried the grieving chipmunk mother. “That puny mouse who claims to be the Promised One?”

Hopper had almost forgotten about that title. Titus had bestowed it upon him when he first realized that Hopper was the Chosen One of the Mūs prophecy. The emperor had thought to keep the Mūs’ Chosen One in Atlantia as a well-treated hostage, in the hopes that a Mūs attack could be thwarted by using Hopper as a bargaining chip. Zucker, acting as a double agent, had encouraged the plan. It had enabled the prince to protect Hopper and finally reveal the truth to him about Titus’s dirty dealings. Hopper’s real identity had never been disclosed to the rat citizens of Atlantia, who considered the Mūs their enemy.

Hopper saw Zucker’s jaw tighten; the prince’s paws balled into fists. “Listen, folks, whether you like it or not, I’m still the heir apparent to the royal throne. So how about a little respect, huh?”

    “Ha!” A skinny squirrel sneered. “Maybe you’re just a spoiled royal brat who’ll strike another dastardly deal the first chance you get!”

    At that Zucker’s paw flew to his sword. Hopper immediately leaped onto the platform to position himself in front of Zucker. Again the mob settled into a charged silence.
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    “We’re getting ahead of ourselves,” said Hopper. “Rest assured the prince here is a good rat who deeply regrets the terrible crimes his father has perpetrated. Through all of it Zucker has been on the side of the camp refugees. He fought against the emperor on your behalf!” Hopper shot a cool look at the merchant. “And for the record, I don’t remember anyone complaining about Titus’s politics when you were enjoying the freedom his peace accord brought you. He wasn’t just sacrificing innocents for his own purposes, he was doing it for your safety as well.”

    “We didn’t know!”

“You didn’t ask!” Hopper shot back. “As far as I’m concerned, that makes each and every Atlantian citizen an accomplice.”

The rat merchant scowled, then gulped as some of the former camp dwellers turned angry glares in his direction.

“Easy, kid,” Zucker whispered. “We don’t want to cause a riot. These rodents fighting one another isn’t going to help anything. Your destiny isn’t to get trampled by an angry mob, ya know.”

Hopper knew Zucker was right. At the moment the crowd had a common enemy in Titus, and a common threat in the ferals. Hopper would do well to shift their focus back to that.

“Titus has been brought here today to be sentenced and to extend an apology to you all,” said Hopper. “I suggest we all be quiet and listen.”

Once more the crowd settled down, and all eyes bored into Titus. Zucker and Hopper stepped aside, but Hopper noticed the prince’s paw remained firmly on his sword.

The defeated emperor took a long, shaky breath. When he spoke, his voice sounded as if it were being scraped out of his throat.

“I loved this city,” Titus began. “It was my dream, my great creation.” He paused to blink a mournful tear from his eye. Or perhaps he was just bothered by the sting of smoke that still lingered in the air. “I came below as all of you did. I was without a home in the daylight world above. Humans had laid bare my outdoor nest with their digging machines and steel beams and black tar. I was chased indoors, and for a short period, a shining moment, I was safe and warm and happy. Soon the humans came for me there, too. Came with a vengeance. But I dodged their stomping boots and refused to eat their poison, and I dove into the darkness of these tunnels, hoping for respite.”

Hopper found himself riveted. In spite of everything else Titus was still quite the orator. His voice may have been raspy and weak, but his words were entrancing. Hopper was beginning to understand how this rat had gone from being a lost soul to the leader of a great kingdom. It didn’t make him like Titus any better, but he couldn’t deny that the disgraced emperor knew how to work a crowd. No one moved as he spoke; they were utterly captivated.

“I know you will not believe me, but I did not embark on my road to royalty with evil in my heart. I never meant to hurt anyone. The abomination of the peace accord came about because I was forced to think quickly, to act in desperate haste in order to spare what I loved most in the world.”

At this Titus’s eyes darted to Zucker. Again the prince’s jaw flexed, but with what emotion Hopper could not tell.

“I confess to all of you now that back then I was not thinking clearly. I could see only as far as the split second before me . . . a split second that would mean the difference between life and death. And so I chose. I struck a dark bargain, the ramifications of which I was far too desperate and naive to even consider at the time.” His voice broke, and when he spoke again, it was in a beseeching tone. “Haven’t any among you ever been forced to make an urgent choice? Haven’t you ever been compelled to act without the luxury of taking the time to consider what might follow?”

Hopper felt his blood go cold. Yes I have. And this war-ravaged city is the proof.

Now Titus shook his head, a gesture of sadness and shame. “I am sorry. I am sorry to the depths of my soul. My early intentions were good, but it wasn’t long before I realized what a mistake I had made. And although there were tens of thousands of opportunities between then and now when I could have made it right, I elected to leave things as they were—an evil status quo. And that is my true crime: striking the accord was an act of ignorance and desperation, but allowing it to continue even after I understood what a truly sinful thing it was . . . that is my most profound trespass. I cannot say what the result of defaulting on my agreement with Felina might have been—I suspect if I had refused to honor her conditions, Atlantia would have fallen long ago. Which is precisely why I did not try to undo what I had done.”

Titus closed his eyes and sighed heavily. “It was so much easier to simply put the truth out of my mind and let myself live the lie. As those who will rise to power in my wake will soon discover, the right path is often the steepest and most difficult to climb. For some, wickedness is effortless. Goodness is a far greater challenge—but a true leader welcomes that challenge and rises to meet it. Justice is worth whatever work it requires. But sooner or later even the purest of hearts will face temptation. I regret that I was not strong enough to resist it. And so, what I wish for all of you now is a leader who will be more steadfast than I. And even as you judge me, which is surely your right to do, I would ask that you ask yourselves this question: In my place . . . what would you have done?”

With that, the former ruler of Atlantia bowed his head and let the silence surround him.

No one moved. No one blinked, no one spoke, perhaps no one even breathed. Hopper wondered if they were all suddenly remembering how, in recent days, they had been forced to steal from their neighbors in order to feed their children. Were they recalling some dark moment back on that battleground when they’d callously shoved a smaller, weaker rodent in front of them to shield themselves from a slashing cat claw or a ferocious feline fang? They had looted abandoned buildings and destroyed property, all in an attempt to survive. Hopper guessed that if he’d asked the merchant or the chipmunk or the squirrel a mere two weeks ago if they could ever imagine themselves doing any of these things, they would have said, “Never! Of course not! I am good and just and noble.”
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