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Chapter 1




Ashout made Dina look up from the tub of water she was using to wash clothes. A ripple of tension went through the people around her and voices called back and forth from house to house. 

“There’s movement in the trees—right over there!” one man yelled.

“Arm the walls!” another bellowed through the canton. “Stand the watch and defend the walls!”

Armed men rushed from all sides, charged to the fence surrounding the canton, and clambered onto the rails to aim bows and arrows over the top.

Another six men grabbed the heavy sliding gate and started to haul it closed to blockade the canton. No one would be able to get in or out once they lashed it shut.

Dina dropped the shirt she was washing, wiped her wet hands on the seat of her pants, grabbed the axe leaning against her house, and rushed to the fence, too. She stepped onto the lower log rail and pulled herself up so she could see out into the jungle beyond.

The Riverbend canton had been constructed much differently than either of the other two cantons Dina had seen. This village had been built so it would be as defensible as possible from any attack, especially an attack by cats.

The canton occupied a protected position against high stone cliffs that surrounded it on three sides. 

Those cliffs towered two hundred feet above the houses situated behind the fence. Even a cat would be foolhardy to drop from that height.

The cliffs angled forward to form a hollow between them. The fence covered a hundred feet of space across the front of this hollow. The sentries and guards only had to face one direction. They didn’t have to worry about guarding the canton’s rear and sides.

Guard towers had been constructed across the whole run of fence line so the sentries could see out into the jungle, including into the canopy.

A huge waterfall pounded off the cliffs right outside the fence. The spray fell into a pool and then twisted into the river that provided the canton’s water supply.

The waterfall’s constant beat made it impossible for anyone to hear if cats might be sneaking up on the village. That was a small price to pay for the cliffs’ protection and the close proximity to such a pristine water source.

Cats could sneak up on the village silently anyway, so the sentries and guards relied instead on keeping an around-the-clock watch for movement in the surrounding jungle.

Whoever might be sneaking up on the village right now didn’t even try to hide what they were doing. They crashed and tumbled through the branches. Dina could hear them even over the waterfall noise.

“Did you see them?” a man to her left asked. His name was Goss and he lived two houses away from Dina’s.

“I didn’t see them, but there are a lot of them,” another man replied. “They’re covering the territory in a hurry. They started over there and they made it all the way over there in a matter of seconds.”

“Get ready in case they change directions,” Richard Shriver ordered. “Get ready to put them down so they don’t get over the fence.”

“They aren’t here to attack the village,” Dina cut in. “They’re Children. Isn’t that obvious?”

“You don’t know that,” Goss countered. “We can’t take the chance that they might be cats.”

Dina compressed her lips. She resisted the urge to roll her eyes and gasp in exasperation. “The Children have been gone for three days and now they’re back. That’s why they aren’t trying to conceal themselves.”

“They are concealed,” Richard pointed out. “We haven’t confirmed whether they’re cats or Children.”

“They’re the only ones who would come so close to the village—and they aren’t even coming toward us. They’re moving away.” Dina stepped down from the rail and headed for the fence. “I’m going out there to bring them in. Open the gate.”

She rested her axe against the fence inside the gate. She didn’t want to approach the Children with a weapon. She didn’t want to give the Children the wrong idea. After living at Riverbend canton for a year, she’d learned never to do anything threatening toward the Children.

“You can’t go out there!” Goss insisted. “It’s too dangerous! If they are cats, they could attack you and we wouldn’t be able to defend you.”

“They aren’t cats!” Dina spat. “Wake up. They’re our Children. Now open the gate.”

“You’re putting the whole village in danger, Dina,” Richard snapped. “I can’t let you do this.”

“I’m not putting anyone in danger because you guys will still be here guarding the fence after I’m gone. Now, unless I’m mistaken, I’m still free to come and go from this village whenever I please. Unless you plan to hold me as a prisoner, you’ll open the gate and let me out.”

Just then, Meredith Fellows and Nicholas Lockerby happened to walk by. They heard the argument and came over. “What’s going on?” Meredith asked.

“Apparently, the canton is keeping its members as prisoners now,” Dina spat.

“We saw movement in the trees,” Richard interjected. “Dina assumes it’s Children and she wants to go out there to find them.”

“You can’t go out there, Dina,” Nicholas told her. “You could be wrong. It might be cats.”

“It would be my decision if I went out there even if it was cats,” Dina fired back. “If you’re all too afraid of your own Children to set foot outside the fence, that’s your problem.”

“We aren’t afraid of our own Children,” Meredith countered. 

“Oh, really? They can climb, jump, fight, and run as fast and as well as any cat and the Children get faster and more agile every day. They can outrun, outclimb, and outfight any human.”

“You’re right about that,” Nicholas replied. “They grow up so fast and they’re so different from human children.”

“That’s the problem,” Meredith pointed out. “No one can stop the Children from doing exactly as they please. You might let your Children run and climb and explore as much as they want, Dina, but some of us still have to discipline our Children when they step out of line.”

“What you call stepping out of line is just their natural instincts to run and climb and explore,” Dina countered. “If you let them push themselves the way they need to, you wouldn’t have to discipline them and their abilities wouldn’t cause you so many problems.”

“It isn’t just their abilities,” Richard chimed in from the side. “The Children get more independence, determined, and even outright belligerence every day, too. They’re so headstrong and stubborn. They don’t care about doing anything but what they choose. It’s bound to cause problems for anyone who tries to restrain them.”

“Then stop trying to restrain them,” Dina countered. “These aren’t human Children. You can’t expect them to act like they are. They need to test their strength and ability, explore wherever they want to explore, and push themselves against their environment. Surely any of you can see that. They thrive on it. You can see that in my Children. I give them all the independence they need and they don’t give me any trouble.”

“You raise your Children your way, Dina,” Meredith told her. “The rest of us have different ideas about how to handle our Children. They might only be a year old, but they’re still too young to live without parental supervision.”

“They need families, too,” Richard added. “They need to learn the value of community and belonging to a social structure.”

“Maybe their instincts are telling them something different,” Dina pointed out. “Maybe they need a social structure the village can’t give them.”

“They do spend more and more time away from the village,” Nicholas pointed out. “Dina’s right about that. They stay away longer and longer. They hardly come home at all anymore.”

Dina turned away for the last time. “I’m going out there unless you plan to tie me up and throw me in the basement. If I see any of your Children out there, I’ll tell them you want them to come in, too. Open the gate.”

The three parents glared at her and then Richard gave a curt nod to the men at the gate. They hauled it open a few feet and Dina scrambled out. 

Dina set off down the river to the tree line. The dense jungle canopy blocked the light and she moved into the cool shadows.

She didn’t have to search for the Children. They made so much noise that she went right to them.

Getting near them was a different matter. They leapt from branch to branch moving fast through the upper story. 

A boy launched himself off the trunk of one tree, soared thirty feet through the air, landed on another branch, and when it bowed under his weight, he used its motion to propel himself another forty feet to a different tree.

He landed in a crouch on the branch and she saw him clearly. He would have looked about ten years old if he’d been a normal human boy, but he wasn’t a normal human boy. 

Mottled grey, brown, and tan patches covered the tortoise-shell fur on his face, arms, legs, and body. It darkened the parts of him not covered by his clothes.

He wore almost no clothes at all. A pair of torn pants covered him from his waist to his thighs. He would have been naked other than that if he didn’t have fur to cover him.

Claws curved from his fingers and toes to grip the bark. He could curl and bend his toes to flex his feet like a cat’s and his ears came to a point at the top. Other than that and his fur, the rest of his body followed the same pattern as any normal human boy.

His nose lay flatter against his face to give his features a more feline appearance, but in every other way, the Children appeared human.

Their furred faces made it all too obvious that they weren’t human and their appearance unsettled people almost as much as their behavior. 

The boy cocked his head to one side in a very catlike way and then scampered down his branch on his hands and feet, slithered his body around the tree trunk, darted out onto another branch, and rocketed away.

Children streaked all over the place up there. Their shouts and laughter drifted to the ground and the boy met up with three more Children all racing through the canopy just as fast.

“Dexter!” Dina called up. “Dexter—hey, wait! I want to talk to you!”

The tortoise-shell boy stopped where he was, peered down at her, and cocked his head the other way. “What are you doing out here, Dina?” he asked.

“I just told you. I want to talk to you.” She glanced at the Children around her. “Is everyone here? Are Adrian and Iona with you?”

“They’re here,” a small, white-furred girl replied in a high, childish voice. “I think they’re over there somewhere.”

She pointed behind Dina in the direction of the waterfall. The girl had fluffy, silky white fur and petite, delicate features. She posed a stark contrast to the much larger boy next to her.

Midnight black fur covered every particle of his skin, which was also black. Even his eyes were deep, velvet black and they were so large that they seemed to obliterate the white part of his eyes.

He glared down at Dina and then cast a flinty glance toward the village. “Why are the sentries arming? Do they plan to attack us?”

“They don’t know it’s you,” Dina replied. “They think you’re cats.”

He snorted. “Don’t they know any better by now? They should be able to see and hear that we aren’t cats.”

“You can’t blame the sentries for taking precautions, Karim. You’ve been gone for three days. Now come down and come inside before someone gets the wrong idea.” Dina surveyed the surrounding trees.

The other Children had gathered around to listen, but they didn’t come down to the ground. They hunched on their branches or clung to the tree trunks with their claws. 

All the Children angled their heads from side to side, cocked their ears to listen, and pierced Dina with sharp, hard, watchful eyes.

She’d gotten used to the Children’s strange ways and she knew every Child here intimately. She didn’t feel threatened by them and they couldn’t possibly feel threatened by her.

She opened her mouth to tell them again to come back to the village, but right then, a different boy rocketed out of the canopy moving impossibly fast. He bounded from branch to branch covering the distance in seconds. 

He came from far away closer to the waterfall. He must have started much farther away than the others, but he caught up in no time.

He hurtled across the area, over Dina’s head, and pelted toward the girl with the white fur. The boy laughed out loud, whooped, and barely avoided colliding with her. “Come on, Naia! What are you waiting for? Come on, Dexter. We’re going down the gorge to go hunting.”

“Dina is here,” Dexter told him. “She wants us to go back to the village.”

The other boy hit a different tree trunk, blasted off it, and hit another tree. He scampered up the bark to a sturdy branch and stopped to crouch in the crook where the branch met the trunk.

Dina didn’t get a good look at him until he stopped moving. He was bigger than Dexter and more muscular than Karim. 

This boy had orange-gold fur with white streaks running outward from his face in a star pattern. It gave his features a distinctly tiger-like appearance. 

Dina’s stomach turned a somersault when she realized for the hundredth time how much her son Adrian looked like his father, Renfroe.

“What are you doing out here, Dina?” Adrian asked. “You know it’s dangerous for humans in the jungle.”

Dina tried to keep the resentment out of her voice, but it might have snuck in anyway. “How else was I supposed to talk to you? I haven’t seen any of you for days. Come back to the village.”

“We don’t want to,” another boy replied from a different tree. “We want to go hunting.”

“You can go hunting anytime,” Dina countered. “If I had to guess, I’d say you’ve been doing almost nothing else in the days since you’ve been gone. Go on and admit it. You know I’m right.”

No one answered. Thirty Children peered down at her from the canopy.

“I’ve never stopped you from spending as much time as you want in the jungle,” she went on. “I’m one of the few parents who let you come and go as you please, but I never get to see you anymore. You only have one mother. At least come inside and spend the night with us. You can come back out here tomorrow if you really want to.”

Karim, Dexter, the white-furred girl, and practically everyone else glanced over at Adrian. He didn’t look around at anyone. He kept his gaze locked on Dina.

“All right,” he finally agreed. “We’ll come inside, but not now. We’ll come when it starts to get dark.”

Dina made a decision not to argue. “All right. Just make sure you come…..and bring Dion, Salvatore, and Elio with you—and anyone else who’s out here. Their parents are worried about them.”

“No one is worried about us,” Karim growled. “They’re worried about themselves.”

“Well, I’m not worried about myself and I’m not worried about you,” Dina countered. “I just want to see you and talk to you sometimes. Is that asking too much?”

“We’ll come later.” Adrian took another flying leap off his branch, and in a second, he bounded away into the canopy again. “Come on, Naia!”

The other Children hesitated and then they all sprinted away into the canopy to follow him. Naia waited a little longer before she left. “We will come, Dina. I promise. We want to see you, too.”

Dina had to smile up at her. “It’s okay, sweetie. You go have fun. I’ll see you all later.”

Naia burst into a bright grin and dashed off into the trees. The others streaked away in no time and vanished out of sight.

They left the jungle too quiet and Dina’s heart sank. She really wished they would come around more often and not spend so much time away from the village.

That would never work, though. The Children’s natural behavior conflicted with natural human behavior. The Children didn’t behave in what their parents thought was normal human interaction. It was bound to lead to conflicts.

Dina stared after the Children, but they were already long gone. Part of her wished she could go with them, but she never would have been able to keep up with them.

Part of her also wished they wouldn’t come back to the village. Her lenience in letting her Children run freely made them by far the unruliest of any in the village—or out of it, for that matter. 

She finally tore herself away, but when she turned back to the village, she discovered one girl who’d stayed behind. She was the same age as the others with pale, yellow-white fur.

Darker golden stripes radiated outward from her face the same way Adrian’s did, but this girl had much more delicate features than her brother.

Dina took a few steps nearer. “Iona—sweetheart!” Dina frowned. “Are you okay? Don’t you want to go hunting with the others?”

Iona shrugged and glanced in the direction the others had just gone. “You’re right. We always hunt. We can do that anytime.” Iona’s dark brown eyes snapped back to Dina’s. “We never see you anymore.”

“It’s all right. I understand.” Dina crossed the last few feet to the girl’s side and ran her fingertips through Iona’s hair. It blended into the fur on her face and hung down her back in shimmering pale blonde tresses. “You don’t have to go out with them if you don’t want to. You can come back to the house with me now if you want to.”

“I do want to go with them…..but I want to see you, too.”

“You will see me. You’ll see me tonight when you come home to the house.”

“I guess so.”

Dina studied her daughter more closely. Iona had grown up so fast. Dina never got a chance to enjoy her Children being Children. Now she sensed them leaving home after only one year.

She put her arm around Iona’s shoulder, hugged the girl against her body, and kissed the top of Iona’s forehead.

Dina tried not to notice Iona stiffen at the touch. That was another thing about the Children. They didn’t like physical affection—not that kind. They instinctively guarded themselves against it.

It would have bothered Dina that her own Children shunned her affection, but she’d come to understand that as part of their nature, too.

Her Children tolerated it from her, but she did her best to keep it short and sweet. 

She let Iona go, stepped back, and smiled down at her daughter again. “You should go if you want to go. You won’t be happy coming to the village now. You would only wish you’d gone with the others.”

“You’re right,” Iona replied. “I would.”

Dina indulged in stroking her daughter’s cheek one more time. “Go have fun. I’ll see you tonight.”

Iona burst into a grin, too, rose on her tiptoes, and gave Dina one quick kiss on the cheek before Iona burst away into a run. “Thanks, Dina!” Iona called over her shoulder and she leapt off the ground.

She vaulted into the lowest branches, propelled herself into the high canopy, and disappeared to catch up with the other Children.








  
  
Chapter 2




Dina stayed where she was under the trees and listened to the silence. The Children disappeared so fast. They crashed through the treetops and made the branches sway, but in a minute, the noise and movement stopped, too. Nothing remained but the usual jungle sounds of tree lizards and insects buzzing around. 

Dina sighed and turned back to return to the village. She wasn’t looking forward to the reception she got when she met up with the other parents.

Her lenient attitude toward her Children’s catlike nature didn’t sit well with the parents who wanted their Children to act more normally—normally in human terms. 

A bunch of archers in the watchtowers took aim at her when stepped out of the trees. She raised her hands and kept on walking toward the gate.

The men pulled it back to let her in as she approached, but before she could enter, a different man broke out of the undergrowth to her left. He carried a fell deer carcass slung over his muscular shoulders and his powerful legs braced into the forest floor with every step as he labored under his load.

Link Randall burst into a grin when he saw Dina standing there. She had to smile back at him and she stopped to wait for him. The burden of worry and tension lifted off her, now that he was back.

She entered the canton first and the guards shut the gate behind Link. He bent down and kissed her in front of all the sentries, but before he could say anything, Meredith and Nicholas came over to her again. Troy Engel happened to be standing near the gate and heard their conversation.

“Well?” Meredith asked. “Where are they? You said you would bring them in.”

“I said I would talk to them and I did,” Dina countered. “They’re going hunting right now and they agreed to come in when the sun goes down.”

“That isn’t good enough,” Richard interjected. “We can’t let them run wild through the jungle like animals. You should have brought them in, Dina.”

“I’m not going to drag my Children or anyone else’s Children back here by the scruffs of their necks,” she fired back. “You try it if you like your chances.”

“What’s going on?” Link asked.

This time, Dina found it impossible not to roll her eyes and gasp in exasperation. “Nothing that hasn’t been going on for months.”

“You’re setting a bad example for the rest of our Children by letting yours run wild,” Meredith went on. “You let your own Children call you by your first name…..”

“I’ve already explained more than once why I do that,” Dina replied. “I do it so I’m not throwing it in my adoptive Children’s faces every minute of the day that Adrian and Iona are different from them or that my adoptive Children have a different relationship with me. How I relate to my Children is none of your business. If you were in my situation, you would do the same thing—or I hope you would. I hope you would have enough consideration for these Children’s feelings to see why I have to do it this way.”

“That isn’t the point,” Troy interjected. “Our Children see you letting your Children do whatever they want and our Children think they can do the same thing. Admit it. Our Children were running around with Adrian and Iona just now.”

“How do you plan to stop them?” Link interjected. “You’ve tried that before and it never ends well. If you try to lock up your Children, they’ll just run off.”

“And don’t you dare put this on Adrian and Iona,” Dina spat. “All the Children are running around together out there. If Adrian and Iona weren’t there, your Children would go running around with someone else. When are you going to see reason? The Children have their own social structure and that’s the way it should be.”

“They aren’t cats,” Richard countered. “They aren’t wild animals that should be running around in the jungle with no rules or order in their lives.”

“They aren’t human, either,” Dina argued. “These Children have never existed anywhere in history before. It only makes sense that they would have to come up with their own society and their own way of doing things. I can’t be the only person in this whole village who sees that.”

“You aren’t,” Link interrupted and took her hand. “Come on. We’re going home.”

He pulled her away from the others. They glared after her and she turned her back on them. This same argument was becoming a daily occurrence.

Link climbed the steps to the house they shared with their Children—or that they used to share with their Children. The house had been empty for days and this wasn’t the first time the Children had gone off on their own.

“Are you okay?” Link asked over his shoulder.

Dina sighed and passed her hand across her eyes. “Yeah, I’m all right. The Children are coming in tonight—and I guess that means all of them.”

“It’s a good thing I brought this, then.” He dropped the fell deer carcass on the floor in the main room, squatted down, and started skinning it right there in the middle of the house.

Link’s and Dina’s house wasn’t a typical canton house. It had no furniture in the main room and only one bed in Links’ and Dina’s bedroom. The rest of the house was completely empty. It always had been.

Link and Dina had become accustomed to this after raising more than thirty Children in this house. They never slept in beds. They preferred to sleep curled up on the floor with each other to keep them warm.

“What do you think I should do about the other parents?” she asked him while he worked.

“Nothing,” he replied without looking up. “Let them raise their Children their way and we’ll keep raising ours our way.”

“We hardly raise them at all anymore,” Dina murmured. “They aren’t even a year old.”

“You’ve said yourself that cats reach maturity by one year. Why would the Children be any different?”

“They aren’t mature. They’re still Children. They can’t be more than ten in equivalent human years.”

“Ten-year-old human children still play and explore as much as our Children do,” Link countered. “I don’t see our Children doing anything abnormal….and neither do you. You’re just letting the other parents get inside your head.”

Dina sighed again and turned to the open house door. “I know. You’re right.”

She gazed through the door at the canton outside. It looked and sounded peaceful, but only on the surface. An undercurrent of tension ran through the place and not because of the constant arguments between Dina and the other parents.

That tension would have been here even if Link, Dina, and their Children left the canton. The bigger conflict kept simmering between the other parents and their Children. 

The parents’ desire to restrain, civilize, and discipline their Children threatened to boil over into hostility. The fact that only Link agreed with Dina’s point of view really started to get to her. Did they misread the situation? What if the other parents were right and she and Link were wrong?

The Children didn’t return. A few women approached the gate and asked the sentries to open it so the women could bring in water from the river.

The men opened the gate, and when the women returned, the men left the gate open. Life returned to normal and the noise in the village settled to a steady hum of regular activity.

Link flipped the carcass over onto its other side. The thump on the floorboards brought Dina back to her senses. “You better get busy if the Children are coming to stay here tonight,” Link told her.

Dina turned away from the doorway. “You’re right. They stay away so much that I’m starting to get used to not having them around.”

“They’re good kids,” he muttered under his breath while he worked. “There’s nothing wrong with them. They’re just being kids.”

She let the subject drop. She, Link, and the other parents went around and around with this debate all the time. 

She got to work and pulled a bunch of rough woven blankets out of the cupboards built into the walls. She left the blankets lying on the floor. The Children didn’t need or want any other bedding.

They’d slept with Dina when they were babies, but that ended soon enough when the Children got older and more mobile. They preferred to just crawl or run around all day and then flop wherever they happened to be when they wanted to sleep.

She brought in buckets of water and started heating them on the fire. Link hauled his deer carcass to the front door, hung it up from the doorpost, and gutted it there.

Dina was just passing him with another bucket of water when he nodded past her shoulder. “Here they come.”

She turned around to look. The sentries on watch all stiffened and some raised their weapons, only to lower them when the Children stepped out of the trees.

Adrian, Karim, and Karim’s two brothers, Kaiser and Kenji, let the mob of more than fifty Children. Each Child had distinctive patterns to their fur, pointed ears, and hooked claws on their fingers and toes.

They walked upright this time, but they didn’t always.

They’d divided themselves into groups with siblings gathered together. Tania Barnes’s three sons from Khalid stood out from the rest. 

The three brothers’ satin black fur erased their features and even their eyes. The fur made Karim, Kaiser, and Kenji look even more feline than the rest of the Children.

Naia, another tiny, slender girl, and two equally miniature boys crowded together on the other side of the group. Their fine white fur made them blend in with each other. 

The girls’ high-pitched giggles bubbled over a tide of conversation and laughter coming from all over the group.

Dexter and four others with matching tortoise-shell fur patterns followed Adrian and the three brothers. Osiris’s Children always stayed close to Adrian, but never as close as Karim, Kaiser, and Kenji. Those three never let Adrian out of their sight.

Six Children with golden fur occupied the center of the group. The Auroras were all older than everyone else as were Link’s five nieces and nephews.

Four boys brought up the rear. Riggs, Rex, Rey, and Rome had all inherited Fallon’s orange fur and his piercing orange eyes. They’d also inherited his ferocious nature, short temper, and merciless attitude toward anyone who got in their way.

The sight of those four boys made Dina send up another prayer of relief and gratitude that Amaryllis had given Anoushka to Dina to take care of instead of giving her to someone else. 

Any other parent in this canton would have tried to rein in Fallon’s four boys. That was the worst thing anyone could have done and it would have made them even more aggressive than they already were.

Spending a lot of time out in the jungle and running around with Adrian, Karim, and the others seemed to calm the boys down. It calmed all the Children down and made them less explosively violent.

That was the thing the other parents didn’t seem to understand. Restraining the Children and trying to civilize them only made them wilder, more explosive, and more vicious when they did lash out.

Twenty other Children accompanied Dina’s Children back to the village, including Troy Engle’s five Children, Meredith’s two sons and two daughters, and a whole crowd of others.

“We got trouble,” Link murmured in Dina’s ear. “Look.”

He nodded to the other side of the village. Meredith, Troy, Nicholas, and three other parents left their work and converged on the gate as the Children approached.

“Great,” Dina muttered. “I better go out there and…..”

She broke off when Adrian and the three brothers got nearer, but when they turned to enter the gate, another shout echoed down the fence line. “Intruders approaching!” someone yelled. “Arm the fence! Shut the gate!”

Dina froze as a bunch of other Children broke out of the trees across the river. These Children didn’t belong to the canton. Dina had never seen these Children before. They halted there and eyed the mob standing outside the fence.

One of the sentries dove across the gap, grabbed Adrian by the arm, and tried to pull him inside. “Get in here!” the man snapped. “We need to shut the gate and defend ourselves!”

Adrian shook him off. “Get your hands off me! They’re our friends. Come on, Black. Come with me. The rest of you stay here. We don’t want them to think we’re threatening them.”

He turned around and crossed the open ground to advance on the strange Children. Karim, Kaiser, and Kenji shadowed Adrian all the way.

The other Children parted to let the four boys through. No one said a word or moved out of position at Adrian’s command.

Everyone inside the canton froze, too. The sentries forgot to shut the gate and all the Children turned around to watch Adrian approach these strangers.

Link startled Dina out of her trance. “Come on. Let’s go down there.”

He led the way outside, crossed the canton, and approached the gate from the inside. None of the Children saw him. They all had their backs to the entrance.

Dina hurried to catch up with him and everyone watched in rapt fascination as Adrian advanced on the strange Children. He talked to them for a minute and pointed in different directions. They nodded and then slipped back into the trees.

Adrian watched them out of sight and then he and the three brothers walked back to the group the way they left it.

“Who are they?” Riggs asked as soon as the four boys came back.

“They come from Hardship canton,” Adrian replied. “They want us to come visit them.” He halted there in the middle of the group. “The Black went last time. You Manx can go this time.”

Riggs pumped his fist. “Yes!” He spun around and his brothers mobbed him. They grabbed each other and practically jumped up and down celebrating.

Adrian turned to the rest of the group. “Auroras, you can go scout out Northfall. If any of you comes across any other canton, let me know. We need to send out representatives to all of them.”

He strode through the group getting closer to the gate….and came face to face with Link and Dina.

“You’re visiting other cantons?” she blurted out.

“Do you have a problem with that?” Adrian countered. “They’re our own people. Why shouldn’t we visit them?”

Dina shut her mouth. “I don’t have a problem with it. I just didn’t know you were doing it.”

He waited for her to say something else, and in that moment of silence, Link stepped forward. “It’s good to have you all back. We missed you. Come inside. I have a deer carcass for you at the house.”

“Hey, Link!” Dexter exclaimed and rushed him. 

The other Children crowded around and everybody started talking at once. The Children told Link all about the ox they’d caught down the river. They related every detail of how they’d chased it down, surrounded it, and brought it down.

He beamed at them all. “That’s wonderful! You’re all getting to be fantastic hunters.”

He turned around to escort them all inside when Troy came forward and grabbed one of his sons by the arm. “Where have you all been? We’ve all been worried sick about you. Come home right now, Leroy—you, too, Devon. We need to talk.”

The boy tugged his arm out of his father’s grasp. “I’m not going home. I’m going with Adrian and the others.”

“You aren’t going anywhere except straight home,” Meredith interrupted and drew her own Children out of the crowd. “You’ve spent too much time out already.”

More Children started to protest. “I’m going to Dina’s house,” Meredith’s son Dion declared. “You can’t stop me.”

“I’m still your mother,” Meredith countered. “If I say you’re coming home, that’s what you’ll do.”

“If I can’t go with Adrian and the others, I’ll go straight back out into the jungle,” Dion snapped back. “You don’t tell me what to do.”

“You can’t come to my house against your parents’ wishes,” Dina interjected. “As long as you’re in the village, you have to do things their way. If they say you can’t come, then that’s the final word.”

“Thank you, Dina,” Meredith replied.

“Then I’ll go back out into the jungle and I’ll stay there,” Dion yanked his arm out of Meredith’s grasp again. “You can’t stop me.”

“You have to let him come, Dina!” Adrian cut in. “You have to let them all come. You can’t turn them away.”

“I’m sorry, sweetheart,” Dina replied. “I don’t like it any better than you do, but I have to live in this village with these people.”

“You heard your mother,” Link chimed in. “The rest of you go home to your parents. You’ll catch up with Adrian and the others when you go back out into the jungle. You can spend one night behind walls just to satisfy your parents, can’t you?”

Silence fell over the group and then a few Children grumbled under their breath. They shifted their weight and then turned away to accompany their parents back to their houses.

Everyone else’s Children split away and drifted off in different directions. That left Adrian, Iona, Tania’s three boys, Elyse’s four Children, Osiris’s five, Fallon’s four sons, Link’s nieces and nephews, and the Auroras standing just inside the gate.

“You shouldn’t have let them take the Children away,” Adrian growled under his breath.

“I don’t let anyone do anything with their own Children,” Dina told him. “Besides, if things go the way I think they will tonight, the Children won’t be spending tonight behind walls anyway. These things never turn out the way the parents want them to.”

“Let’s not talk about that.” Link pushed his way into the group and hugged the Children one after the other. “I missed you all so much! Come home! We have so much to talk about.”








  
  
Chapter 3




Link led the way back to the house. The Children talked his ear off while he unstrung the deer carcass from the doorway. 

He laid it on the bare floor in the middle of the room and the Children gathered around. They tore into the meat with their sharp teeth while Dina brought over a clay pot full of burning coals.

She set it next to the carcass, sliced off strips of the meat, and skewered them to roast over the embers for herself and Link.

The Children ate the meat raw and Dina found herself watching them with new eyes. The Children’s eating style had seemed normal when they lived at home all the time. 

The other parents reacted with disgust and horror when they saw the way Dina let her Children eat. The other parents insisted on their Children eating cooked meat and using human implements like plates, knives, and forks.

The Children squatted around the carcass and stripped the meat off the bone with their bare teeth. None of them showed the slightest concern that so many other people were putting their mouths all over the same carcass.

Link didn’t comment on it, either. He sat next to Dina, took the skewers she handed him, and ate them while he and the Children talked.

“Where have you been staying?” he asked. “I haven’t seen you and none of the other hunters have mentioned seeing you, either. You must have gone far out of our range.”

“We went down the southern gorge,” Adrian replied. “Then the Black went on a side mission to scout the eastern fork of the river as far as the Great Divide.”

“The what?” Dina interrupted.

“The Great Divide,” Adrian repeated. “It’s a ridge of steep cliffs that separates this part of Prideland from the west country. We haven’t explored that yet.”

“No, I mean before that. You said the Black went on a side mission to scout the eastern fork of the river.”

He blinked at her. “What are you asking me?”

“What’s the Black?” she asked.

“These three.” He waved at Karim, Kaiser, and Kenji. “They’re the Black.”

“You can’t call them that!” she exclaimed. “They have names.”

“It’s easier to call them the Black.”

“It’s insulting,” she told him. “They’re people. Use their names.”

“They call themselves that,” Naia interjected. “Karim was the one who told us to start calling them that.”

“It’s quicker than calling them by their names,” Riggs chimed in. 

Dina turned to the three brothers. “Are you okay with this?”

“Of course,” Karim replied. “It makes sense because…..we’re black.”

“I know that,” Dina countered. “It’s just…..”

“It’s the same as calling those four the Pygmies.” Iona pointed at Naia, her sister Nova, and their brothers, Duke and Darius.

Dina realized in that moment that these names weren’t intended as any kind of slur against the parties in question. The names were simply descriptive.

Karim, Kaiser, and Kenji were…..well, black. Naia, Nova, Duke, and Darius really were pygmy compared to the rest of these Children. Why not just come right out and call them what they were? It was quicker than listing all their names.

Adrian dismissed the subject by turning to Link. “You should come with us the next time we go down the southern fork. There’s so much territory down there that we haven’t explored yet.”

“Did you run into many cats out there?” Link asked. “That’s the other parents’ main objection. They’re worried you’ll be in danger from the cats.”

“That isn’t their main objection,” Karim growled.

“You should come, Link,” Adrian insisted again.

“I’d like to,” Link mused and took another bite off his skewer.

“What’s stopping you?” Iona asked.

Link glanced at Dina. “Nothing, I guess.”

Link’s nephew Riyadh spoke up from the other side of the circle. “You could come, too, Dina.”

“We should split into gangs,” Naia’s brother Darius suggested. “We could cover more ground that way.”

“We should find out if there are any cantons past the Great Divide,” one of the Auroras named Aries suggested.

“We have a lot of ground to cover before we start exploring beyond the Great Divide,” Adrian replied. “Let’s find out what’s on this side of Prideland first.”

“We don’t even know which cantons are in this part of Prideland,” another Aurora named Indigo pointed out. “We should find out who’s in them and who they belong to.”

This sparked another flurry of conversation. Dina listened in fascination. She didn’t realize until now how far the Children’s private social hierarchy had already developed.

She’d been telling the other parents for months that the Children needed to establish their own way of relating to each other and everyone around them.

She didn’t realize until right now that it had already happened while everyone’s backs were turned. Adrian had become their undisputed leader. They all followed his word to the letter. They obeyed him much better than they obeyed their own parents.

“What are we going to do about the other parents?” Dexter finally asked.

“What is there to do about them?” Link asked. “They have their own way of doing things.”

“We should keep their Children away from them,” Dexter’s brother Brock suggested. “We should build a canton of our own in the jungle where the Children can stay so their parents don’t get any silly ideas about locking people up.”

“That’s nonsense,” Link fired back. “No one is locking anybody up.”

“They’d like to,” Kaiser pointed out. “The parents would lock up their Children if they could get away with it.”

Link opened his mouth to protest when Darius interrupted. “We don’t want to build another canton anyway. We’re already in a canton. We don’t need another one.”

“Then we could just build a camp in the jungle—our own camp,” Kenji suggested. “It doesn’t have to be permanent. Those who want to stay in the jungle could stay in the jungle. Those who want to come into the village to see their parents can do that without putting everyone else at risk.”

“What do you say, Adrian?” Rome asked.

Adrian shrugged. “It won’t matter. Soon we’ll be old enough to come and go as we like. No one will be able to make us go anywhere we don’t want to. Then the people who don’t want to see their parents won’t have to come back to the village at all.”

Dina cringed. “If you’re all finished eating, it’s time to get ready for bed. Throw those bones outside, Rex. You Auroras clean the blood off the floor and then all of you bed down for the night. It’s getting late.”

They did as she told them. She carried the pot of embers to the kitchen counter and put the skewers on top of the coals to burn off the last drips of juice and fat. 

The Auroras got a bucket of water, scrubbed the floor clean, and dried it with the mop. 

The other Children stretched out on the floor, wrapped themselves in the blankets Dina left out for them, and started to curl up according to sibling groups.

Dina finished cleaning up the house, shut the front door, and blew out some of the lamps to darken the room.

Then she started the bedtime routine she’d been using with the Children since they’d all been born. She sat down on the floor next to the first sibling group she came to, which were the four Manx boys.

She rubbed Rey through the blanket and ran her fingertips over his fur. She did the same thing to all four boys and they pushed their heads into her hands. Bedtime was one of the few times they accepted any affection from her.

“You all had fun out in the jungle, didn’t you?” she began.

“Why can’t we live in the jungle all the time?” Riggs asked.

Dina sighed. “I guess it’s like Adrian says. You will when you get older. None of you is fully grown yet, but you will be soon. You’re between being Children and adults, so give yourselves time to grow.”

“Brock is right,” Rome growled. “We should stop the parents from interfering with their Children.”

“How about you leave that for the Children to handle?” Dina suggested. “I think they can deal with their own parents in their own way.”

“I don’t like seeing them make the Children leave the group when the Children don’t want to,” Rome muttered. “That’s wrong.”

“No one is making those Children do anything,” Dina pointed out. “If I tried to make you stay in the village, would you do it?”

Rey looked up at her with huge eyes. “You wouldn’t do that, would you?”

“Of course not. I’m proud of how independent you are. I want you to test your strengths in the jungle. I know you’ll be all right.”

“You should have been all the Children’s mother,” Rome snarled.

She had to laugh. “I think I have enough Children already, sweetheart. Now go to sleep. I’m sure you all have another big day of climbing, hunting, and exploring tomorrow.”

She kissed each of them, tucked them the rest of the way in, and moved on to the next group, which was the Pygmies.

The four smallest Children curled around each other, rubbed their bodies against each other, and twisted together in a knot. Duke already had his eyes closed.

Naia’s deep blue eyes peered up at Dina from out of a nest of blankets. “Dina….can I ask you a question?”

“Sure, sweetie,” Dina replied. “Anything you want.”

“We’re Children of the Pride, aren’t we?”

“Of course you are. You know you are.”

“But you told us once that the definition of a species is that a species can’t reproduce with another species.”

“That’s right. The Children are unique in the history of life. I can’t think of any other time when you Children would have been biologically possible.”

“If that’s true…..” Naia hesitated and then blurted out, “Will we be able to mate? If we only came into existence because of some mutation like you said, we might not be able to reproduce….with each other, I mean.”

Dina cringed again. She wouldn’t have felt comfortable talking to any normal human ten-year-old about this.

These weren’t normal human ten-year-olds. If they continued to develop at the same rate, they would become mature in less than two years. 

“I can’t answer that, sweetheart,” Dina replied. “You’re a completely new species. It might be that you can’t produce offspring. I really don’t know. I wish I could give you the answers you want, but we’ll just have to wait and see what happens when you get older.”

Naia clamped her eyes shut tight. “I hope we can.”

“I hope you can, too, sweetie.” Dina kissed her and then turned to the other Pygmies. Duke was already asleep.

Darius and Nova listened in silence. Dina couldn’t tell if Nova had any reaction to the subject, but Darius did. He scowled at Naia and his features hardened.

Dina kissed Nova and then ran her hand down the fur of Darius’s face. “Don’t worry too much about this now,” she told them. “If it happens or if it doesn’t, we won’t be able to do anything to change it. We’ll just have to keep going and deal with whatever comes.”

She kissed each of them and moved on to the next group, which was the Auroras. They all bundled together in a huge heap. The older Auroras curled up with the younger ones in no particular order. 

“Tell us the story of how you fought the cats to escape from Prideland, Dina,” Briar urged.

Dina laughed. “What do you want to hear that for? I’ve told you a hundred times.”

“Tell us again,” Aries exclaimed. 

“Tell about your fight against Fallon and Khalid,” Amir chimed in.

Dina glanced over at the four Manx brothers, but they all lay on the floor watching her. They didn’t object to her story about how she killed their father.

They never objected to that any more than the Black objected to her telling the story of maiming Khalid so she could get to the Pod and escape from this planet.

She kicked herself for calling Karim, Kaiser, and Kenji, ‘The Black’, but if they wanted it, who was she to argue?

She took a deep breath. “Well, when I decided I needed to escape from Prideland, I snuck out of Renfroe’s house while he was out hunting. I took the iron poker from the fireplace. I knew I needed a weapon, but I couldn’t go to the kitchen or the cook helper would have found out I was trying to escape.”

“I would have killed the cook helper,” Karim growled. “I wouldn’t have let any stupid helper get in my way.”

Dina burst out laughing. “Well, when it happens to you, you can pull the escape your own way. Anyhow, I ran as far as the market before the sentinel cats caught up with me. I knew they would be after me as soon as they realized I was making a run for it, so I tried to get as far as I could before I turned to fight them.”

“Skip to the part where you fought Khalid,” Israel called.

“No, tell the part about where you hooked the dead cat on the poker and waved it in their faces,” Aries countered. “That part is funny.”

“How about I sit here and say nothing and all of you can tell me the story?” Dina teased.

“No, you tell it,” Kaiser replied.

“Skip to the good parts, though,” Darius told her. 

“Well, when the sentinel cats attacked me, I swiped at them with my poker and one of them got stuck on the hook. I kept waving the cat in their faces and yelling, ‘Who’s next?’”

Rome chuckled under his breath. “That’s great! Who’s next? I wish I could have seen their reactions.”

“They backed off,” she went on. “They didn’t want to fight me and wind up on the end of my poker, too, but when they disappeared into the darkness, I knew I had to get out of there. I knew they would go get their bigger friends and it would be all over. I kept on running until I got to the power station. I climbed into one of the Elite Battalion’s barrels, pushed it into the river, and floated the rest of the way out to the jungle.”

Naia made a face. “That’s really gross. I couldn’t have done that.”

“It was a clean barrel,” Dina told her. “There was nothing in it.”

“And then you went out to the Pod…..” Aries prompted.

“But when you got there, the power packs were already dead,” Dexter added.

“No, she fought Fallon and Khalid before that,” Kaiser corrected. 

“No, she fell down the hole under the tree first,” Kenji interjected. 

“Skip that part,” Adrian cut in. “That part is boring.”

“You guys know the whole story anyway,” Dina replied. “When I crawled out from under the tree, I approached the Pod and Fallon and Khalid came out of the undergrowth to stop me from leaving.”

“They planned to kill you, you mean,” Brock interrupted.

“It’s the same thing,” Dina replied. “Anyway, Fallon attacked first while Khalid hung back and watched. I gutted Fallon with my poker and then Khalid attacked me and I injured his leg.”

“Yeah!” Karim murmured. “That would teach him not to mess with you.”

“Anyway, then I went on board the Pod and found that the power packs were dead.”

“So you wired a bunch of other scavenged ones to the ship and got the engines going,” Naia chimed in. “You’re so smart, Dina.”

“Anyway, that’s the end of the interesting part,” Dina replied. “Now it’s time for you all to go to sleep.”

She kissed and cuddled the rest of the Children more quickly than she should have, but none of them seemed to mind too much. They were all growing out of that kind of motherly affection.

When she finished, she blew out the last lamp, but not before she spotted Link standing in their bedroom doorway. He leaned his shoulder against the door frame smiling at her.

She knew that look, so she blew out the light and tiptoed across the room making sure not to step on any of the Children on her way there.

She slipped her arms around Link’s waist and rested her head on his chest in the darkness. Now, when she was alone with him, she could finally shut her eyes and put aside all the cares of the day.

He hugged her back, kissed her on the forehead, drew her into the bedroom, and shut the door.

They both took off their clothes, slipped into bed, and came together with their arms around each other. Dina sank into the warmth of his body and every nerve dissolved in pure relaxation.

“Did you miss me?” he whispered.

“Of course,” she whispered back. “Did you think I didn’t.”

“I just wanted to hear you say it.”

“You shouldn’t even have to ask,” she told him. “I wish you wouldn’t stay away for so long. Did it really take you all that time to find a deer?”

“Sometimes I have to travel a long way.”

“You shouldn’t stay out so long. The farther you go, the more likely you are to run into cats.”

He didn’t answer for a minute. She might have deceived herself into thinking he was falling asleep, but she knew better.

She propped herself on her elbow and looked down at his shadowy face in the darkness. A faint glimmer of moonlight shone on his cheeks, hair, and beard. “What’s wrong?” she whispered. “Did something happen? Did you have a problem with cats?”

“No,” he replied. “That’s the thing. There aren’t any cats around here and even fewer to the west. They don’t come out this far and they definitely don’t go any farther.”

“I don’t believe it,” she countered. “Just because you didn’t see them doesn’t mean they aren’t there.”

“Adrian would have told us if the Children had seen any cats out there. The Children went west and they covered a lot more territory than I did. There are no cats in that direction…and do you want to know why? They don’t come out this far because they’re afraid of the Children.”

Dina snorted and put her head back on his chest. “You’re dreaming.”

“Think about it,” he whispered into her hair. “We could go west and start over somewhere where we wouldn’t have to constantly defend ourselves against cats. We could live there—free—with the Children. We wouldn’t have to guard ourselves every single second and waste all this manpower on keeping watch for cats to come along and attack us.”

Dina almost lifted her head to argue back….and then she realized that he was right.

“Do you think that’s what Adrian is doing?” she finally asked. “Do you think that’s why he and the Children are doing all this exploring—to find somewhere they can be free?”

“I don’t know about that. It sounds like they’re just curious—kind of like how they want to meet their own kind in the other cantons. Maybe they haven’t thought that far in advance…..or maybe they have thought of it. I don’t know, but it’s worth thinking about, don’t you think?”

“I guess so,” she murmured. “It would be a lot better than staying here and having the other parents constantly harping on us for letting our Children run around in the jungle.”

Now it was his turn to stay silent for a minute. “Would you go with me?” he whispered. “Would you leave here and rebuild with me out there if I asked you to come with me?”

Her head shot up again and her breath caught. They’d been living together for a year and raising all these Children together, but this sounded like something a lot more serious.

He ran his fingers through her hair and then pulled her down to kiss her. “I love you,” he whispered. “Whatever future we’re going to have, I want to have it with you. We stayed in this canton because we had to, but we don’t have to stay anymore. The Children are growing up. They won’t need us at all in a few months. Then we’ll be free to go anywhere we want, but I bet you they would come with us. What do you say? Will you go with me?’

“Yes,” she whispered back. “Whatever future we’re going to have, I want to have it with you. It would be a dream come true to rebuild somewhere away from cats—somewhere our Children could live free and grow up in safety. That’s the whole reason we left Prideland in the first place, isn’t it?”

He pulled her deeper into his mouth and that kiss answered all the questions crowding her mind. Her spirits soared thinking about the life of potential and promise waiting for her in a land without cats—a land of unlimited opportunity where a person could get anything they wanted if they just worked hard enough to make it.








