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Chapter 1




Dina Dyer relaxed in the back of the wagon as the ox plodded down the road pulling her closer to the city in the distance. She would become Renfroe’s helper once again as soon as this wagon entered the city streets. 

She leaned against the boards to enjoy her last few minutes of freedom, but all too soon, a thunderous noise escalated in front of her. She, Sonya, and Alger Wainwright sat up and then stood up in the wagon bed to see what was causing the commotion.

Alger’s father Porter reined the ox to a halt and all four passengers watched an explosive battle erupt on the road ahead. 

A large group of forty cats advanced up the road leaving the city. Dina didn’t see them at first. They made no noise, but as soon as they passed the last buildings, a mob of Children shot out of the bushes from either side of the road and attacked the cats.

Dina only saw twenty Children, but they attacked so fast and with such bloodthirsty fury that they caught the cats off guard. 

The Children pounced on one cat each, killed or crippled them, sprang away, and attacked the rest just as fast. 

The Children attacked the smallest cats first. This party of cats must have been on its way out to fight Children because it consisted mostly of panthers, jaguars, and pumas.

The Children went after the panthers first. The Children’s sudden appearance and speed reduced the number of cats that could fight and that move leveled the playing field.

The Children tumbled over and over with the cats, slashed and tore with brutal venom, and scattered the cats. Dina didn’t recognize any of the Children. None of them belonged to the group she’d spent the last three years raising in the jungle.

The battle spread out to cover the whole road. Multiple pairs of cats and Children locked together in deadly combat and tumbled off the road into the fields. A few cats fought their way free and tried to race back to the shelter of the city.

Out of nowhere, another group of Children broke cover behind the battle. It was an exact replay of the scenario Link suggested to Adrian when Adrian first asked Link to train the Children to fight.

The Children waited until the cats tried to retreat and then sprang their trap when the cats least expected it. The retreating cats ran into a fresh pack of Children blocking the only route to safety.

The Children barricaded the cats on the road. The cats tried one more time to retreat, but that only brought them back into the battle.

The Children stalked them down and then attacked with frightening brutality. They overwhelmed the cats in seconds and the same din of tearing, screaming, howling, and snarling drifted on the breeze.

“We can’t go this way,” Porter murmured. “We’ll have to take a different route.”

“We’re as likely to run into the Children on another road as we are here,” Alger remarked.

“That’s true, but we can’t get through on this one.” Porter gathered the reins, slapped them across the ox’s back, and turned the wagon around. “We’ll have to go to the city another way.”

He turned back and the ox started plodding up the road toward the village the passengers had just left. Dina, Sonya, and Alger watched the end of the battle as it got farther and farther away.

“The Children aren’t messing around, are they?” Sonya breathed.

“No, they aren’t,” Dina agreed. “I didn’t think they would escalate this war so fast, but I suppose I should have expected it.”

“Do you know what they plan to do?” Sonya asked. “Do they plan to take the whole city?”

“I don’t know their plans,” Dina replied. “Except that they plan to win. They’ll do whatever it takes to win.”

“What does that mean?” Alger asked. “What does it mean that the Children would win?”

“I don’t know,” Dina replied. “I don’t think any of us knows, not even the Children. I only know they don’t plan to back off until……well, I don’t know what the Children’s victory would look like, but that’s what they’re going for—total victory.”

Sonya sank back down to sit on the wagon bed’s rough boards. There was nothing to see, now that the wagon was moving too far away. “Wow. It’s incredible. I never thought anything like this would happen.”

“None of us did,” Dina replied. 

“The cats did,” Alger pointed out. “The cats knew the Children were a threat. That’s why the cats tried to kill them all before this happened.”

“The cats didn’t decide to kill the Children because the cats thought the Children would rise up and go to war against the Pride,” Dina countered. “No one could have foreseen that. The cats decided to eliminate the Children because the cats couldn’t find a place for the Children in the Pride. The cats thought the Children undermined the structure between cats and helpers. The cats couldn’t understand how to integrate the Children into the Pride, so they decided to get rid of the Children instead.”

“Well, it’s too late for that now, isn’t it,” Sonya pointed out. “The Children will never integrate into the Pride now. They don’t want to. They wouldn’t integrate into the Pride even if the Senate offered them the chance. Would they?”

“No, the Children will never join the Pride,” Dina agreed. “Both sides have spilled too much of each other’s blood for them to ever trust each other again.”

“What if the Pride agrees to leave the Children alone and just let them live out in the jungle by themselves?” Alger asked. “That could work.”

Dina made a face. “The Children would be stupid to trust any promise the Pride made about that. The Pride has ruled this planet by being the uncontested dominant species all these centuries. The Children’s very existence threatens that. If the Pride agreed to let the Children live out in the jungle by themselves, the Pride would have to admit that the Children won the war, which would undermine the Pride’s authority to rule all these people. If an agreement like that held at all, it would break down pretty soon and the Pride would attack again to reestablish the cats’ dominance. These are cats we’re talking about. They’ll always have to establish their dominance no matter who they’re dominant over.”

The two young people fell silent and Porter didn’t interrupt. He steered the wagon halfway back to the village and then turned onto a different road. He drove a long way around his original route before the wagon creaked eastward to head back toward the city.

The passengers rode in silence for another hour, but in a little while, another skirmish broke out in the fields north of the road.

This one started differently. A small group of ten Children happened to be crossing that field. They didn’t follow any road and Dina didn’t see what they were doing in the open like that.

These Children were just walking along minding their own business. They walked upright and anyone might have mistaken them for people from a distance.

Another party of fifty cats burst out of the city racing for the Children. Dina cringed and prepared herself to watch these cats tear the Children to shreds, but again, the Children attacked with unimaginable, almost sadistic intensity.

Tales of the Children’s recent victories may have spread and made these cats more reserved, but Dina didn’t see that. From what she saw, the cats simply lacked the Children’s savagery. The cats went into the fight more carefully than the Children.

That one fraction of hesitation played against them. The Children launched at the cats in a frenzy of ripping, tearing, and destroying. Their merciless, relentless attitude made the cats even more conservative, which swung the tide farther in the Children’s favor.

One large orange-coated man catapulted through the cats’ ranks biting, slashing, and killing with no restraint at all. Cats shrank from him and wound up falling victim to other Children moving in from the sides.

Only half the cats tried to engage the Children on their own terms. Even then, any cat standing up to the Children in battle seemed to drive them to new heights of rage and violence.

Three jaguars teamed up on a slight, wispy woman with short, silver-white fur flecked with dark, silver-grey patches. They must have thought they could overpower her with their strength.

They all lunged for her at the same time and she went down underneath them. Dina lost sight of the woman for a second and the jaguars closed together on top of her.

An instant later, the woman erupted in a tornado of counterattacks. The jaguars’ close quarters proved their undoing. 

She attacked their legs and undersides. She squirmed under one of them, slashed open his belly with her fangs, and brought him to the ground by snapping one of his forelegs.

The second jaguar tried to use her position to clamp down on her throat. She kicked out her foot and sliced him open along the flank. 

He spun that way with a fearful roar of pain. In the instant when he turned his head, she cut him deep down the side of the neck and hit the jugular.

That left one jaguar still fighting. He tried to use his weight, tackled on top of her, pinned her arms and legs to the side, and actually succeeded in getting his jaws around her throat. 

He might have won, but as usual, her sheer mindless, maniacal energy overcame him. She kicked and slashed her claws so viciously that she cut his side. In the end, she caught one toenail into the muscle of his hind leg and ripped it down deep enough to hit the artery.

He collapsed on top of her, but he still didn’t let go of her throat. She kept fighting and struggling until his own weight towed him off her.

The other Children overcame overwhelming numbers the same way—by unrelenting grit, tenacity, and balls-out determination to take any risk to win.

Porter sighed and turned his ox away. “I guess we don’t need to see any more of that.”

He got the ox moving. The fight remained far enough out in the fields that none of the cats or Children put the road in danger.

He drove past them. The cats and Children remained locked in a battle to the death even by the time he entered the city streets and Dina lost sight of them.








  
  
Chapter 2




The city Porter drove his wagon into was nothing like the city Dina had lived in for so long. The helpers’ usual buzz of contented subservience and the cats’ complacent superiority had evaporated. 

Tension throbbed in the air and conflict broke out on all sides. Dina spotted cats driving their helpers out of buildings, helpers getting into fights against each other, and other helpers standing in clusters holding whispered conversations.

“What’s wrong?” Dina asked. “Why is everyone so on edge?”

“They’re all worried about the Children, of course,” Porter replied. “No one knows who to trust anymore. The cats can’t keep what the Children are doing completely quiet anymore. Everyone is worried the Children will invade the city and wipe out everyone….and then there are relations between cats and helpers.”

“What do you mean?” Dina asked. “Don’t the cats want human helpers anymore?”

“Oh, they want them. They want them a little too much. That’s the problem.”

He shot her a significant look over his shoulder, but she still didn’t completely get what he meant. “Are you saying…..?”

“No one wants to give birth to any more Children,” he explained. “Relations are strained—relations that might result in more Children.”

He left it at that and didn’t explain any further in front of the two young people. He didn’t have to.

So the cats and people weren’t having sex with each other anymore. None of them wanted to produce any more Children. The situation with the Children who’d already been born was escalating so rapidly anyway.

That was bound to put a crimp in any relationship…..and then she remembered. She was going back to Renfroe’s house. She wouldn’t have a sexual relationship with him anymore, either.

She hadn’t thought of that when she made the decision to come back here to be with him. How would their relationship work without that?

She kept seeing signs of conflict, hostility, and more outright violence between cats and helpers, helpers and helpers, and anxiety and strain on all sides.

Porter drove his wagon through the market, but he didn’t stop there. The behavior of cats and people didn’t look that much different than all the other times Dina had been here, but a subtle undercurrent of tension threatened to blow the place apart at any moment.

Plenty of people stood around talking here. They didn’t talk with the casual certainty she’d seen before. 

They waved their hands in agitation, pointed toward different parts of the city, and they stood too close together and talked too fast. They all either talked too loudly or kept their voices low and hushed.

“We won’t stop here,” Porter decided. “I’ll drop you all off. I don’t want to leave you here to wait for your benefactors to come and get you.”

He drove off into the city’s leafy western neighborhoods where manicured gardens and towering shade trees lined the avenues.

He stopped at a stately house a dozen blocks from Renfroe’s house. “This is where Alger gets off,” Porter announced.

“Whose house is this?” Dina asked. 

“It’s Hector’s and Victor’s house,” Porter replied. “They share it.”

“But……Hector’s dead, isn’t he?”

“He is, but Victor still lives here.” Porter climbed down and Alger scrambled out of the wagon bed.

Porter gripped both of his son’s shoulders and looked deep into his eyes. “Remember what we talked about. Do your work and don’t give Victor any cause to find fault with you.”

Alger nodded, but he looked back into his father’s eyes just as deeply. “I will. Don’t worry.”

Porter pulled his son into a crushing hug. It was one of the very few signs of genuine affection Dina had ever seen from anyone in Prideland.

Even after Porter pushed his son back, he still held Alger at arm’s length and gazed into his eyes with unusual intensity. “I’ll come see you soon. I’ll let you know about anything that happens.”

Alger nodded, but his eyes didn’t soften nor did he relax. He kept staring into his father’s eyes until the last minute. “I’ll see you soon, Father.”

Porter gripped Alger’s shoulders even tighter. He didn’t seem to be able to let go, but just then, a grey-haired man strode through the garden gate next to Victor’s house. 

He wore nice clothes, but he hobbled as though the cuts from the House of Man hurt as much now as they did when he first received them.

“You’re the new boy, then?” he snapped when he saw Alger and Porter together. “Well, get inside. There’ll be no slacking off here.”

Alger gave his father one last look and followed the man into the house without a backward glance.

Porter gazed after him long after Alger disappeared. Dina didn’t make a sound and Sonya didn’t say anything, either.

How much did Porter understand about the life his son would be subjected to as a helper in this city? At least Porter admitted that the cats had sexual relationships with their human helpers.

Then again, no one could really deny it any longer. The Children offered all the proof anyone needed that it really did happen and had been happening for a long, long time.

Neither Sonya nor Dina did anything to distract Porter. He finally shook himself and turned back to the wagon, but he didn’t make eye contact with either of them. He climbed into his seat without saying anything and got the ox moving again.

He drove for a long time in silence until he stopped in front of Fallon’s house—Amaryllis’s house.

Just for a second when Porter stopped the wagon, Dina spotted someone leaping through the treetops behind the house. The branches swayed and the foliage crashed in a torrent of movement.

She froze when she thought Children might be up there, but it turned out to be cats instead. Five powerful, compact Manx cats raced back and forth through the branches, jumped from tree to tree, and swirled around each other in waves.

They reminded Dina so much of Children that she couldn’t take her eyes off them. They vanished into the canopy above the house next door.

Sonya woke Dina from her trance by climbing down from the wagon Dina got down with her. “Are you sure you’re going to be okay?” Dina asked.

“I’m sure I’ll be fine,” Sonya replied. “You don’t have to worry about me.”

“Do what Porter told Alger,” Dina told her. “Keep your head down, do your work, and don’t give Amaryllis any reason to find fault with you. She can be a harsh benefactor…..”

“How do you know?” Sonya asked.

“She’s a Manx,” Dina explained. “All the Manx are hard, exacting, and they demand a lot of their helpers. They can also be unforgiving and brutal if anyone disobeys. Just take care of yourself. Renfroe’s house is a few blocks from here. I’ll try to check on you when I can. If you get into trouble, you can come there and I’ll do what I can to help you.”

Sonya brightened up and smiled. “Thank you.”

That smile didn’t put Dina’s mind at rest at all. She saw already that Sonya had no idea of the dangers waiting for her here. 

Porter might have filled Alger in on what to expect, but no way would Darcy and Alexander do it. They would have painted Sonya a rosy picture of perfect harmony between cats and helpers.

Dina found herself placing both hands on Sonya’s shoulders the same way Porter did. Dina didn’t want to let the girl go in there—not knowing what Sonya would face.

The time eventually came, though. “I better go,” Sonya murmured.

Dina nodded. “Be careful. I’ll see you soon.”

Sonya walked away and Dina stood on the sidewalk long after Sonya disappeared inside. 

Dina had come back from the Savannah to prevent this from ever happening again, but she couldn’t prevent it. It just kept happening again and again and again.

What did Dina really think she was going to be able to do to stop it? Only the Children could stop it. Sonya was right about that.

Dina tore herself away with a heavy sigh, only to discover Porter watching her from the wagon seat.

She climbed back into the wagon bed, sat down, and he started driving. She knew the streets now. She recognized all the houses around her.

A heavy feeling of inevitability hung over everything. She was going back to Renfroe’s house for good or bad.

Porter stopped the wagon by the path leading to the kitchen door. Everything about this place breathed familiarity. The simmering tension and hostility of the city didn’t spill over here, but it still clouded the place with an air of something dangerous about to happen.

Dina climbed out of the wagon bed and Porter stepped down, too. He stopped in front of her and stared deep into her eyes, but he didn’t grip her shoulders. That would have been too familiar, but his gaze accomplished the same thing.

“I appreciate what you’re trying to do,” he began. “Thank you.”

“I don’t know if I can do anything,” she replied. “I’ll try to see Alger when I can, but I can’t promise anything.”

“Thank you,” he repeated, “for everything.”

“I haven’t done anything. I don’t know if I’ve ever done anything besides make a giant mess of everything.”

“It will work out,” he told her. “You’ll see.”

She sighed again. “I hope you’re right. I hope I can find a way to put right what I did wrong. I don’t even know what I did wrong.”

“You’ll figure it out. I come into the city pretty often. I’ll do what I can to see you and help you. I might be able to bring you information.”

She nodded. “I’ll try to do the same thing. If I hear anything, I’ll tell you.”

“Thank you—really. You’re doing the right thing.”

She looked away and wound up looking at the house. “I’m glad someone thinks so.”

“You better go….and I better go.” He put out his hand and touched her elbow just once. “Good luck.”

“Thanks.”

He turned away, got into the wagon seat, and slapped the reins on his ox’s back. The wagon wheels creaked and he drove out of sight.

She watched him go with a sinking feeling in her heart. Those three people were the last allies she was likely to see for a while—maybe even a long while—maybe forever. She was going back into the lion’s den—or the tiger’s den.

The trees along the avenue cast the neighborhood in perpetual shade. She couldn’t tell anymore what time it was. It might be twilight or early dawn. It might be any time of the day.

In the silence after the wagon rounded a distant corner, she heard another sound—the creaking of wheels.

She glanced over and spotted the Elite Battalion going into a different garden. They pushed their wheelbarrow in front of them and vanished behind the wall.

That squeaky sound of their wheelbarrow wheel sent a shiver up her spine and she turned away. She was in as much danger now as she had been when she lived at Renfroe’s house before. 

The factors would keep an eye on her. They would threaten and probably attack her if she set foot out of the house. How did she think she would visit or help anyone?








  
  
Chapter 3




Dina pushed open the door to Belinda’s kitchen. It looked and smelled exactly the same, but Belinda wasn’t in it. 

A fire blazed in the fireplace with a cauldron of soup on the hook over the flames. A collection of kitchen knives stuck out of the heavy wooden table.

Cheeses, haunches of meat, bundles of herbs, and nets of root vegetables hung from the ceiling.

Dina crossed the swept flagstone floor and pulled open the door leading from the kitchen to the rest of the house. The whole house sounded empty and silent.

She inched out into the long corridor stretching to the far end of the house. The bedroom she once shared with Renfroe was down there. Did he still sleep in it? She would have been very surprised if he did.

The portico stood open to the garden outside. The fountain played its soft music in the calm silence, but Renfroe wasn’t out there, either. He was probably out hunting or conducting Senate business.

She considered where to go and what to do. She couldn’t move back into this house without facing him and explaining herself.

She took one more step toward the garden. She would sit by the fountain the way she used to. He was bound to find her there. Then she could talk to him—about everything.

She advanced another yard and heard another fire crackling in the parlor to one side. She didn’t think to check there, and when she did, she spotted him stretched out on the carpet in front of the blaze.

He faced the flames, so he had his back to her. He didn’t see her. The flames framed his coat and made his body look extra long, big, and powerful.

She tiptoed a few inches closer and one of his ears swiveled backward. She continued to the threshold and he rotated his head around to pierce her with those eyes.

She trembled at the sight of him—not because she was afraid of him. 

Her mind reeled when she realized for the thousandth time how much Adrian resembled Renfroe. The eyes were the same. No wonder Adrian had become the Children’s leader. He could look straight through anyone exactly the same way his father did.

She stopped in the doorway and looked down at him. It didn’t seem possible that he didn’t know about Adrian and Iona. 

They’d encompassed Dina’s whole life for three years. She found it next to impossible to believe there could be anyone anywhere who didn’t know about them, especially not someone as intimately involved with them as their own father.

“So you’ve come back to me, Dina,” he rumbled in that deep, chesty undertone of his. “I didn’t think you would.”

“I made you a promise,” she replied. “I’m here to keep it.”

He swiveled one of his ears away. “And our Children? Are they still alive out there in the jungle? Are they living independently now?”

Dina nodded. “They’re fully mature now. They have their own lives.”

He cocked his head to one side to study her. “Are they involved in this Children’s rebellion?”

“Yes, they are.”

“Come in and tell me about them.” He turned back to gaze into the fire. “I want to know everything about them.”

She advanced into the room and walked around to one side. She saw herself keeping a safe distance from him. She couldn’t understand why. Coming back here would lead them to all kinds of intimacies. Why should she avoid him?

She squatted down next to him and finally gave in and sat down crosslegged on the carpet.

“Start by telling me their names,” he began without looking away from the flames.

“Their names are Adrian and Iona,” she replied. “Adrian is older….and he resembles you. He has your eyes….and your voice…..and most of your coloring.”

Renfroe looked over at her and inclined his head to one side when he examined her. “That is interesting. And yet he walks upright like a human. Is that right? The Children have human features and human stature….but they have fur and pointed ears.”

“They have the teeth and claws of cats,” Dina replied. “They run on all fours when they want to move fast….and they move through the trees like cats. I stopped by Amaryllis’s house just now on the way here. There were cats racing through the treetops there. The Children do that. They travel that way.”

“Why did you go to Amaryllis’s house? She harbors a particular hatred for you. Did you know that?”

Dina looked away and gazed into the flames to avoid his eyes. “Yes, I know. I didn’t see her. I just stopped outside on the street. The wagon that brought me here delivered a different helper to her house. That’s the only reason I went there.”

“Ah, I see,” he growled and sprawled back on the carpet. He rested his cheek on it so he could see the fire and her at the same time. “Tell me more about our Children. What is Iona like?”

“She’s tall—statuesque, you might say. She has very pale, gold-white fur with white stripes. She’s extremely beautiful—and very warlike. All the Children are.”

“So I hear,” he growled. “I haven’t gone out to meet them yet.”

“Count your blessings,” she muttered. “You don’t want to go out to meet them.”

“You’re right. I don’t, but I’m not likely to. The other cats won’t let me.”

She spun around. “They won’t? Why not?”

“They don’t trust me due to my long-standing position of sympathy for the Children.”

“Is that still a problem? So the Senate still won’t listen to you?”

“I am no longer a senator, Dina. The Senate drove me out a long time ago.”

Her jaw dropped and she stared at the side of his face. Why did this come as such a surprise?

She thought he’d always be a senator. She thought the other cats respected him enough to give him that position of honor even when he took a stand they didn’t like.

Their tolerance must have passed its limit. He’d been pushing it for years and not just with his position on the Children. The other cats had already forced him to comply with their wishes even when Dina lived here before.

He glanced over, saw her gawking at him, and twitched one ear. “Go on, Dina. Tell me more about the Children.”

She tore her eyes away. “There isn’t a lot more to tell. They grew up, they became independent, and then they naturally started fighting back against the cats. The Children started hunting any random cats they found in their territory….”

“Their territory!” he interrupted. “The Children established territory?”

“They started out by establishing a buffer zone around our canton. They would hunt down any cat that trespassed inside this zone….and then Adrian……”

She realized a second too late that she probably shouldn’t have told Renfroe that much, but it was too late.

She threw caution aside. What difference did it make if he found out that his son was the leader of the Children’s war? Renfroe was bound to find out sooner or later. Keeping the information from him would only cause problems between him and her in the future.

“Then Adrian did what?” he growled. “What did Adrian do then?”

She took a deep breath. “He decided to take it to the next level and go after the hunting parties the Pride sent to kill Children. He decided to go on the offensive and attack the cats before they entered his territory.”

“His territory!” Renfroe husked. “Are you saying….?”

“He’s their leader. He’s the leader of the Children. I guess it was about a year ago when he decided to go to all-out war against the Pride. He realized that he basically already was in a war since the Pride was trying to annihilate all the Children anyway. He realized that he only had two options—either the cats win or the Children win. Now he’s determined to win at any cost.”

Renfroe turned back to the fire and Dina let the silence linger. How surreal it felt to be sitting in this parlor and talking to him like no time had passed at all—but it had passed. So much had changed in the last three years.

It must have only changed for her, though. He seemed the same in every way she could imagine.

“Did you do anything to dissuade our Children from going to war against the Pride?” he finally growled. “Did you try to stop our Children from attacking cats—and from launching this war?”

“No, I didn’t try to dissuade them. The other parents did, but we supported them.”

“Who is we?” he demanded. 

She opened her mouth to answer and stopped herself. Telling Renfroe about Adrian was one thing.

She didn’t really plan in advance what she would tell Renfroe about Link. If anything, she planned to keep Link to herself. Renfroe didn’t need to know about that.

Now she realized she had to come clean about Link, too. Keeping any secret from Renfroe would only lead to disaster. Maybe coming back here in the first place would lead to disaster, but she had to tell him.

“There was a man out there—at the canton,” she began. “We loved each other….and we raised our Children together. He raised five of his nieces and nephews—his sister’s Children—and he helped me raise……our Children.”

She didn’t tell him about all the other Children she raised—Tania’s Children, Tom’s Children, Osiris’s Children, Aurora Hellion’s Children, and even Fallon’s Children. Renfroe definitely didn’t need to know about that.

“So you loved this man…..?” Renfroe rumbled. “And he raised my Children with you? So our Children consider this man their father?”

Dina squirmed in her seat. “Yes, they do.”

“Where is this man now? Is he out there fighting the Children’s war with them? What does this man think of you coming back here to me?”

“He doesn’t know. He’s dead.”

Renfroe didn’t answer for a long time. So this was the tension that permeated the whole city—this right here. 

The peace and understanding between cats and helpers had been irrevocably shattered—not by the Children’s war but by the Children themselves. Their very existence destroyed the understanding. 

They would have destroyed the Pride and its understanding with their helpers even if the Children never raised a claw against the Pride.

“I suppose what you really mean to say is that you never would have come back to me at all if this man was still alive,” Renfroe growled even lower. 

“The Children didn’t want me to come back. They wanted me to stay out there and fight the war with them.”

“Why did you come back, then?” he demanded. “Why are you really here?”

“I’m here because I made a promise to come back…….” She trailed off. She could have said more, but the words got stuck in her throat.

She could have said that she didn’t feel she belonged anywhere without Link, but that would have been saying to same thing Renfroe just said. She never would have come back to this city if Link had lived.

She also didn’t remind Renfroe of his threat to kill her Children and keep her as a prisoner for the rest of her life if she didn’t give her promise. 

She could have ignored that promise and seen it for what it was—a sign that he was her captor instead of the lover he pretended to be.

She didn’t remind him of that, though. 

He kept staring into the flames. “It is curious how things have changed. Nothing can ever go back to the way things were. I’m not even sure anymore why I asked you to make that promise. It seems so pointless now—with the way things are going.”

“Do you mean the part about the cats and helpers not being able to share sexual relationships? Is that what you mean?”

“It goes deeper than that. The sexual relationship was just a symptom of something much deeper. We cats used the sexual relationship to bind our helpers to us and to make them more fit for service. I don’t think anyone anticipated that it would bind them as tightly as it did. Now we find ourselves bound in a relationship we can’t get out of.”

“I noticed that on the way into town,” she replied. “Everything about the understanding seems to be gone.”

“Indeed,” he growled. “That is precisely what it is. The understanding is gone. I suppose we always thought we could rule this planet with impunity. Now we find that our own dominance is our undoing.”

“So what is the Pride going to do about it?” she asked. 

“It is as I told you before. No one can decide what to do about it. Some want to hysterically continue slaughtering Children even in the face of evidence that they can’t anymore. Some want to negotiate peace with the Children on condition that they stay in their own territory in the jungle…..”

“That won’t work,” she interrupted.

“I know it won’t work. Anyone with a brain can see it won’t work. The Children have gone too far….”

“How can you say that? The cats started this war. The cats were the ones who sent hunting parties into the jungle to track the Children down. The cats would have wiped out every living Child on the planet if the Pride had its way.”

His head snapped around. “What are they planning to do? What do the Children plan to do with this war? How far are they prepared to go?”

She stiffened. “How should I know what they plan to do? I’m here and they’re out there.”

“You’ve been with them for three years. You must know something about what they plan to do.”

“I already told you. They plan to wage war against the Pride and win. Adrian will do anything to win. He has to. The Pride has put him in a position where he has no choice.”

“I mean specifically,” Renfroe insisted. “Does he plan to invade the city and put every helper to the sword? Does he plan to invade the city and put every cat to the sword? What are his plans?”

Dina gaped at him with her jaw on the carpet. “I am not going to give you information on Adrian’s plans! I didn’t come back here to betray him.”

“I’m not asking you to betray him,” Renfroe countered. “I might be his only ally in this whole city—or maybe in the whole Pride.”

Dina shut her mouth and turned away with an effort. “You aren’t.”

“If you know something, you could be saving millions of lives by telling me.”

“I’m not going to tell you anything about Adrian’s plans—and I don’t know anything about his plans, anyway. He and Iona are furious that I came back here. They think I betrayed their cause and that I’m more loyal to the Pride than I am to them. They say I’m a slave and they’ll never believe another word I saw as long as I live.”

He sighed and stretched out again. “That is unfortunate.”

She opened her mouth to say something else, but at that moment, Belinda strode down the corridor carrying a leg of some dead animal on a wooden plank.

She turned to enter the parlor and stopped dead on the threshold when she saw Dina sitting there. Belinda’s features went through a rapid series of confused expressions from fury to terror to disgust to sneering triumph.

“You can bring the food in, Belinda,” Renfroe rumbled. “You can see that Dina is back, so you can continue to prepare meals for her and tend to her needs the way you did before she left—and you’ll need to bring her another set of clothes. Those will never do.”

He wrinkled his nose at her clothes and she realized she was still wearing the same handmade clothes from the canton. She looked like the slag she was.

Belinda still took at least a minute to work up the courage to enter the parlor. When she did, she set the plank in front of Renfroe and left without a word.

“I imagine you’ll have the same problems as before,” he grumbled. “Nothing has changed in that respect.”

“Does anyone know you let me leave?” she murmured.

“No, they don’t know, but then again, no one asked about why you suddenly disappeared. I understand one of your companions from the Savannah disappeared at the same time—one of Khalid’s helpers.”

Dina looked away. “Yes, she did. She’s out there living at one of the other cantons.”

“Khalid assumes she was pregnant and ran away to save her own life. He swears that he’ll kill his own Children if he ever finds them.”

“I wish him all the best with that,” she muttered. “He’s going to get a rude surprise if he ever tries to threaten them.”

He cocked his head again. “Do you know his Children?”

“I more than know them. I raised them. He has three sons who are as deadly and ruthless as he is—maybe more so. He wouldn’t be able to land a scratch on one of them, much less all three.”

Renfroe looked back into the fire with a deep sigh. “I suppose it will be like that for all of us. I suppose Adrian is bigger and stronger than I am now, too.”

“He isn’t bigger. He’s just extremely ferocious and determined. The Children aren’t governed by anything—and I mean nothing. They don’t understand restraint and caution. They do what they have to do and nothing stops them. They’re stubborn, determined, and tenacious. What they lack in size and strength, they make up for in raw lunatic, merciless aggression. They’re far more aggressive than any cat.”

“I have heard that much as well,” he growled. “It takes a lot to convince any cat to go out against them.”

“Really? Wow,” she breathed.

“I doubt any cat would go out against them if we hadn’t worked ourselves into a situation where we have to. Our backs are against the wall and now we have no choice. There are some whom I’m sure would come around to my way of thinking and try to make peace with the Children….”

“The Children will never make peace,” she interrupted. “Never.”

“I realize that.” He twisted his head around to scrutinize her. “Tell me. Is Adrian as aggressive as you say? Is he as merciless and tenacious as you say all the Children are?”

She nodded. “Absolutely. He’s the one…..” She stopped herself again from telling him that Adrian was the one who killed Kaido Hellion—and the one who killed Hector.

Renfroe chuckled under his breath. “That’s good. I’m proud of him. I would like to meet him.”

“Something tells me that wouldn’t be such a good idea.”

He chuckled even more. “Perhaps you’re right.”








  
  
Chapter 4




Renfroe twisted his head sideways and gnawed the bone between his back teeth. He’d already finished all the meat. 

He gave it up, pushed the bone away with his nose, and licked his chops with exaggerated satisfaction before he flopped back down on the carpet. 

Dina finished sipping the soup Belinda had given her and then Dina set the bowl aside. “Thank you for your hospitality,” she told him. “I wasn’t sure what kind of reception I would get when I came back.”

“Why wouldn’t I welcome you?” he asked. “I asked you to come back. This is your home. It always will be.”

“You said you didn’t expect me to come back.”

“I expected you to come back after the first year when the Children became mature. When you didn’t, I assumed you had broken your promise and decided to stay in the cantons.”

“The Children didn’t mature until this year—at least not fully mature.”

“No?” He cocked his head to study her. “That is interesting. I didn’t expect that.”

“I suppose none of us really knew what to expect when it came to how long it would take for them to grow up. I gauged their development against human development. By the end of the first year, they looked like ten-year-old human children, but the Children acted differently than human Children.”

“In what way?” 

“Apart from their ability to climb, run, jump, and their appetite for raw meat? They were more intelligent—more advanced mentally. Their thinking was much more mature, but their bodies didn’t catch up until later. By the end of the second year, they looked like they were about fifteen or sixteen in equivalent human years. It wasn’t until this year that I definitely felt like they were fully adult—but I didn’t see them in between.”

“How do you mean? Why didn’t you see them?”

“They left for most of the second year. They went out on their own and established their own society. Link……” She had to check herself before she summoned the courage to talk about him. “That was the man who helped me raise them. He started to train them to fight…..and then they left for a long time and developed what he taught them into their own unique fighting style—which is what they’re using now. They combined it all together into something completely different—something none of us could have anticipated. That’s basically the lesson I’ve taken away from all of this—that none of us can anticipate anything the Children do. They’re going to come up with something none of us will see coming.”

He continued to stare into the flames. “Interesting. The entire Children phenomenon is so interesting. I would love to study it in more depth, but I don’t suppose any of us will have any chance of that.”

“I’ve probably made more of a study of it than anyone else and I still don’t understand it. They’re completely unique. That’s all I can say about them.”

“I would like to talk to them and get to know them. It’s one of my great regrets that I’ll never have a chance to.”

“You did what you could to direct the Pride onto a different course.”

He sighed. “Indeed I did.”

He sat staring into the flames in silence. She didn’t break that silence. Whatever might happen between them, she couldn’t anticipate that, either. Their relationship had morphed into something she didn’t recognize.

Without warning, he stood up, took three long paces toward her, and rubbed his face against the side of her head. He rubbed hard enough almost to knock her over.

He ran his cheek and then his neck across the side of her head and down the length of his body. He growled at her the way he used to and flicked his tail.

That sound and the feeling of his body rubbing against her brought back so many memories—not all of them good ones. 

Her stomach tightened when she realized what he was trying to tell her. “Come to our bedroom with me, Dina,” he rumbled. “You’ve been away too long. I’ve missed you.”

“We can’t…..do that,” she told him. “You know that.”

“You can still come with me to our room,” he growled. “You are my companion more than anything else. We can still spend the night together.”

He strutted around to her other side, shoved his forehead against her ear, and then slid his face, head, and neck down the side of her face to her neck.

Her hand flew to his head, but he’d always been too strong for her to stop him from doing anything.

He growled again. That growl communicated so much buried sexual desire that her nerves tightened.

She felt herself getting drawn into something she couldn’t get out of. “Promise me…..we won’t do it…..”

He gave an exasperated groan and turned away. “You have an uncanny ability to ruin my mood, Dina,” he snarled.

“You know we can’t do it,” she countered. “We can’t risk me getting pregnant again.”

He stopped five feet away, sat down, and turned around to glare at her. “I am aware of that, Dina. You don’t need to throw it in my face just when I’m trying to get close to you.”

“It sure sounded like you were trying to do more than that.”

He gasped again, got to his feet, and stalked over to the door. “Come along. It’s getting late and I’m tired. We’re going to bed.”

He walked out and vanished into the dark house. She didn’t realize how late it had gotten until she passed the portico. The fountain tinkled in the moonlight. It looked peaceful and inviting out there in the darkness, but it didn’t solve any of Prideland’s most pressing problems.

She didn’t see Renfroe anywhere. He’d already evaporated into the shadows.

She tiptoed down the corridor to her old room—the bedroom she and Renfroe used to share. Someone had lit the lamp on the table. Golden, glowing light flooded the room.

A thick layer of dust covered everything including the bedding on the majestic four-poster canopy bed. As she suspected, no one had set foot in here since she left.

Renfroe sat in the doorway waiting for her. “I’m sure Belinda will clean the room tomorrow,” he purred. 

“It’s fine the way it is,” she replied. “I’ll just shake the dust out of the bedspread and it will be good enough.”

She advanced into the room, pulled the bedspread off the bed, took it out into the garden patio outside this room, and shook all the dust out of the bedspread. It took a long time before she got it clean enough to take it back inside.

She spread it on the bed and sat down on the mattress to take her shoes off. Renfroe jumped onto the bed behind her and started rubbing his face and head against any part of her body he could reach.

He distracted her and then shoved his head, neck, and shoulders between her chest and her arms. He made it impossible for her to do anything.

She laughed and tried to push him away, but he took that as a sign of encouragement and rubbed her even harder. He rubbed his face and cheeks all over her face and got his fur in her eyes.

He eventually pushed so hard that he really did knock her over. He pushed her down on the mattress, and before she even realized what he was doing, he seized her with his teeth.

He clamped onto her neck, but not in a killing bite. He bit down on the crease where her neck met her shoulder—just enough to make her freeze and to hold her down on the bed.

He rotated his body on top of her so fast that she didn’t understand until he was already on top of her. He flexed his body to arch his pelvis forward and he let out a very different kind of growl—a threatening growl to warn her to keep still.

She couldn’t mistake that he was trying to do it with her because she still had all her clothes on. She could never misunderstand what he was doing, either. He was staking his dominance over her the way he used to. He might not be able to go through with the act itself, but he used this to make it mean as much as if he did.

That growl came from deep inside his chest. It vibrated through her bones and his whole body shuddered with unstoppable tension. He angled his pelvis into her again and again and then spasmed once before he flopped onto the mattress next to her with a groan.

“It isn’t the same,” he grumbled and shut his eyes on the pillow with a broken sigh. “It will never be the same.”

She rolled onto her side and draped her arm over his shoulders. “We can still spend the night together—as companions.”

“I don’t want you as a companion,” he snarled.

She studied his face at close range. Lying like this with her arm around him—it woke her old affection for him. She ran her fingers through the thick fur on the side of his face and then on the back of his neck.

That motion brought back memories of the Children running their fingers through each other’s fur, Iona rubbing and scratching the back of Karim’s neck, and Naia running her fingers over Adrian’s head when he rested it in her lap.

“You would be amazed how much you look like Adrian,” she murmured, “or how much Adrian looks like you. It’s a little scary.”

“Tell me more about them,” he growled without opening his eyes. “Tell me everything.”

“Well…..they’re married.”

He stiffened and his eyes snapped open, but he didn’t look at her. “They’re what?”

“They’re married. The Children have all pair-bonded with each other. They’re all coupled off into pairs.”

“Are Adrian and Iona both married?”

“Yes.”

He growled again and shut his eyes. “If they develop the ability to reproduce, we’re all in trouble.”

“I hate to be the one to tell you this, but we’re already in trouble.”

He snorted and then chuckled. “That’s putting it mildly. I’ve considered this at length and there doesn’t seem to be any solution.”

“I know,” she murmured.

“Then I suppose we just have to wait and see what the Children do. If they decide to invade the city and mop the floor with us, no one will be able to stop them.”

“What about just stopping all hostilities? What if the cats just stop sending anyone out to fight the Children? What if the cats just back off completely? I’m sure the Children would do the same thing. They don’t want to fight anyone who doesn’t at least defend themselves.”

“The Pride will never agree to that. It’s as I’ve told you so many times. No one can tell any cat what to do. If some cat wants to go out and fight the Children, he does it regardless of whether anyone else thinks it’s a good idea.”

“So who’s in the Senate, now that you’re gone? Who’s the new Chairman?”

“Kaido Hellion took over after me, but he’s dead now. I haven’t gone back to the Senate since they removed me, so I don’t know who they elected to replace Kaido.”

“Are Elyse and Osiris still senators?”

“As far as I know. I don’t keep up with Senate business anymore. It means I have a lot more time to hunt by myself—which is quite nice.”

“You said you planned to back off from politics,” she reminded him. “I guess now you’re doing it.”

“I planned to back off from politics so I could spend more time with you,” he countered. “You’ve been gone for so long and I’ve been alone.”

She almost told him she was sorry for not coming back sooner, but she decided not to say that. She wasn’t sorry. Saying so would come across as disingenuous because it was. She didn’t want to restart her life with him by lying to him.

She waited for him to say something else, but he didn’t. He remained silent for a long time and then his breathing started to lengthen. He fell asleep.

She lay next to him without moving while she studied his face. She kept seeing Adrian in Renfroe and Renfroe in Adrian. They merged and became two sides of the same person. 

Renfroe had always been kind to her, but that underlayer of danger and pure killing power always lurked beneath the surface.

It was the other way around with Adrian. He wore the danger and killing power on the outside where everyone could see it. He never made any effort to hide it.

The kindness, softness, and the need for a female to run her fingers through his fur—he hid that side of himself hidden underneath. 

He only showed it to one person in the world—the female he chose to be his wife. No one else could get anywhere near him.








  
  
Chapter 5




Dina woke up when Renfroe shifted on the mattress. He growled under his breath, sneezed the dust out of his nostrils, and sat up with a grumble. “I must tell Belinda to clean this room. It’s disgusting.” 

Dina took her arm off his shoulders and sat up, too. “Do you have plans for the day?”

“Osiris has asked to see me,” he growled. “Heaven only knows why.”

“Do you see the other senators much—now that you’re out of it?”

“On occasion. I suppose word must have spread all over town by now that you’re back—ever since Belinda saw you in the parlor last night. No one can keep a secret in this city—not that your presence is a secret.”

She would have liked to question him further—mainly about Osiris. She’d never been certain of his loyalties, but she had spent the last three years raising his Children. Maybe he was more of an ally than she thought—or a potential ally.

She wouldn’t know until she talked to him and she wouldn’t be able to do that with Renfroe around. 

She couldn’t ask Renfroe to take her to Osiris’s house anyway—and she wouldn’t want to broach the subject with Osiris. He might not be an ally. Talking to him about anything would tip her hand unnecessarily. 

Renfroe sprang off the bed and strode toward the door. “Come along, Dina. We’ll have breakfast in the garden. We can’t eat in here until Belinda cleans the room.”

She followed him outside. The house looked different in daylight—and yet not different. All the statues, vases of flowers, windows and doors—everything was in the same places. Even the garden smelled the same.

She sat down on the edge of the fountain in her old place. Renfroe sat on the ground next to her and started licking his paw with elaborate care.

She found herself grinning at him and all his little ways. Everything about him seemed so familiar.

“It is good to have you back, Dina,” he growled. “Life was so boring without you.”

She snorted. “That could be a compliment or an insult.”

He looked up. “I meant it as a compliment.”

“I know. I’m just fooling around.”

She shut her mouth when Belinda came out of the house. She carried a small table with Dina’s breakfast on it and Belinda set the table next to Dina’s seat.

Then Belinda went back inside and came back with a young fell deer fawn. It was still alive and bleated pitifully in Belinda’s arms.

She set it down on its feet in front of Renfroe and let go. The fawn shot away into the garden and Renfroe sprang after it to run it down. 

The fawn dodged a few times. Renfroe’s claws scored deep grooves in the lawn before he finally pounced on it, pinned it down with his paws, and crunched his massive jaws across its back.

The fawn gave one last screech of pain and then wilted in his mouth. He crouched there on his stomach adjusting his grip on it before he got to his feet and strutted back to the fountain with the fawn’s body flapping in his jaws.

He put it down, gave Dina one pointed look, and started eating. She turned to the table. Getting used to all this was going to be interesting.

He ripped the fawn’s body open, tore off a section of the meat, and talked with his mouth full. “What are your plans for the day, Dina?”

“I don’t have any plans for the day. I didn’t make any plans until after I saw you and knew where we stood.”

“Perhaps it would be best if you simply relax here and settle in—take a bath—change your clothes—all of that,” he went on. “It may also hold some value to understand what we can expect from Buck and Belinda. Whatever they plan to do, I’m sure they’ll show their hands today.”

Dina froze with her mouthful. Buck and Belinda. Dina had forgotten about them.

She started eating again with an effort. She would have to deal with them one way or the other. 

Renfroe was right. They would show their hands as soon as Renfroe turned his back on her. 

She hadn’t been safe outside the house before she left. The situation was likely to get even worse now.

She didn’t say anything else while they finished eating. Renfroe left the fawn’s bones and entrails lying on the pavement when he stood up, snorted a few tufts of fur out of his nose, and licked his lips. “I must be going, Dina dear. I will see you later.”

He stalked over to her, put his head in her lap just long enough for her to rub his neck, and then he walked off into the garden and vanished behind the bushes.

She finished eating, but his last words wouldn’t stop ringing in her ears. Buck and Belinda.

Belinda had helped Dina hide the Auroras in this house. That didn’t make Belinda any less dangerous and that was saying nothing about Buck. He and his fellow factors would try everything to kill Dina the way they tried before.

Dina might be able to blackmail Belinda into keeping her distance. Maybe Belinda already planned to do that.

Then again, Belinda might be the one to try to kill Dina. That would earn Belinda some credit with the factors. Belinda might want to strike a blow for the Pride.

Dina glanced around the garden with new eyes. It had always been a source of tranquility and refuge for her, but not anymore. 

She would have to be ready to defend herself at any moment no matter where she went, even in this house.

She didn’t see anything out here that she could use as a weapon. She would have to change that. As usual, she couldn’t just barge into Belinda’s kitchen, take one of the butcher knives, and start carrying it around on her person.

Dina stayed sitting where she was and deliberately took her time finishing her meal. The factors could be watching her right now. 

She would have to assume from now on that they were watching her every move. They would keep her under constant surveillance for any opportunity to attack her when Renfroe wasn’t looking.

She left the table sitting by the fountain and strolled through the garden. She admired its beauty and vibrant growth. 

The tree lizards looked especially brilliant here. They never looked this stunning in the jungle. The sunshine didn’t catch the iridescent colors of their scales. The jungle canopy always cast the tree lizards in shadow and made them look dull and ugly.

She meandered between the rows of shrubs and trees until she spotted Buck’s tool shed. It sat in the garden’s back corner opposite Renfroe’s sandbox.

Dina stopped at a distance from the shed and stared at it. Buck kept shovels, rakes, machetes, and other tools in there. She would be able to use any of them as weapons. 

The problem would be to position them in places where she would be able to get to them at the right time. She couldn’t just walk over there, take out a machete, and stash it near the fountain. Buck would notice that.

She continued her walk through the garden and subtly made her way back to the house. Belinda had removed the table from the courtyard and scrubbed the fawn’s blood off the paving stones.

Once Dina got inside, she wandered through all its rooms and evaluated each one the same way. 

The parlor was easy. The poker by the fireplace offered a perfect weapon she could grab whenever she needed it, but that was the only one.

She would have to be careful and work methodically to acquire weapons and plant them in strategic places. Belinda’s thorough housekeeping would present another problem—an even bigger problem. Belinda knew this whole house and went over it with a fine-toothed comb every day.

Dina headed for the bedroom, but she backed off when she discovered Belinda in there cleaning it.

Dina returned to the fountain and sat there waiting for Belinda to finish. Would it always be like this—the two of them avoiding each other at all costs?

Dina should be the one to cross that divide, but she decided not to do it today. She spent the time thinking of ways to get her hands on some weapons without anyone finding out. 

She couldn’t ask any other helper to get them for her. She didn’t want to put anyone else in danger—any more danger than they were all already in.

She even considered sneaking into the neighboring houses and stealing some knives out of the kitchen or tools out of their garden sheds. She wouldn’t be able to do that if the factors were watching her.

She stayed where she was until she heard Belinda go back to the kitchen. Then Dina went down the corridor to the bedroom.

Belinda had dusted the room, cleaned the carpets, and changed all the bedding. She’d also laid out one of the drab knee-length tunics that all helpers wore.

Dina was still standing there staring at those clothes when Belinda walked in. She must not have realized Dina was back in here because Belinda reared back in alarm when she saw Dina standing by the bed.

Belinda gave a little cry of surprise and then, inevitably, the two women came face to face with each other.

Dina didn’t know what to say and Belinda didn’t say anything, either. They regarded each other and Dina read all her own mixed emotions on Belinda’s face.

Dina finally found her voice enough to say, “Hello, Belinda.”

Belinda jolted that Dina actually had the nerve to speak to her. Belinda went through multiple facial contortions and finally waved her hand at nothing. “Renfroe….said he…..wants you to take a bath.”

Dina grimaced. “I know. He told me.”

“You can…..” Belinda made a few different hand gestures that Dina didn’t understand. “I usually…..take baths in the kitchen. You can…..come down there……You can do it there.”

“Oh. Okay. Thank you.”

Belinda darted past Dina and snatched the clothes off the bed, but Belinda made sure to keep clear of Dina so there was no chance the two women might accidentally bump into each other.

Belinda cast a wary glance in Dina’s direction when Belinda got too close. Belinda’s eyes sliced in Dina’s direction as if Belinda actually expected Dina to attack her or something.

Belinda raced out of the bedroom and Dina followed her back to the kitchen. Belinda had pushed the wooden table aside and set up an enormous wooden tub in the middle of the room.

She’d already half-filled it with hot water, and when Dina walked in, Belinda laid the clothes on the table, lifted the cauldron of boiling water off the fire, and tipped it into the tub, too.

Then she went back and forth adding buckets of cold water to make the tub the right temperature, testing the water with her fingertips, and rushing here and there.

She brought out a towel and a bar of soap, put them on the table, too, and then hurried away without a word.

Dina watched the procedure from a safe distance. She would have liked to help Belinda, but too much water had passed under the bridge for that. She and Belinda would never be friends—which was a shame because they were the only two people in this house.

Dina suffered the same pang of regret that she couldn’t establish some kind of rapport with Belinda. It would have been nice if they could have connected and given each other something, even if it was just company and conversation. That would have been nicer than avoiding each other like this.

Dina would never be able to overcome that barrier now. She tried to put it out of her mind while she took off her old clothes from the canton and stepped into the tub.

She couldn’t put it out of her mind entirely, though. Belinda was more than just a piece of furniture in this house that Dina could ignore and pretend didn’t exist.

Belinda was an enemy…..or was she? That was the problem. Dina didn’t know what Belinda was. Not knowing made her harder to deal with than an outright enemy like Buck.

Dina took her bath, washed her hair, and changed into the helper’s attire that Belinda laid out for her. 

Dina faced another challenge when it came time to do something with her old clothes from the canton. She should have gotten rid of them, but she couldn’t do that.

She stood by the table fingering the leather and homespun fabric. She didn’t want to get rid of them. She wanted to keep them for when the time came to put them back on and go out to the jungle.

She didn’t realize until right now that she intended to go out to the jungle again—and not just to visit. She intended to go back there for good—someday.

Had she been harboring that plan in her mind all along? Did she really plan to come back to the city on a temporary basis—until when? 

She hadn’t been thinking about that at all, but it all became clear to her when she touched and looked at her clothes. 

This helper’s outfit was something like a disguise. It wasn’t her. It was a façade to cover up the real her—which was these jungle clothes. Her real self—her real life—lay out in the jungle.

The Children had been right about that, but she did have to come to the city. She just didn’t know why yet.

Was it Renfroe? Was Adrian right about her coming back for Renfroe? 

If that was true, she would have discarded these clothes without a thought. She would have been happy to stay with him forever, but she wouldn’t do that.

These clothes—she would put them on again, and when she did, she wouldn’t take them off. She would take off this helper’s disguise, resume her real identity as a slag from the jungle—one of the Children’s people—and she would reveal her true nature to the world without hiding or regretting it at all.

She had to work fast to stop Belinda from realizing that Dina was keeping these clothes. Belinda would want to dispose of them as quickly as possible. She’d want to eliminate any evidence that Dina ever had been a slag from the jungle.

Dina got busy, folded the clothes, and carried them out of the kitchen before Belinda came back. Dina took the clothes back to her own bedroom, checked once, and then pushed the pile of clothes under the mattress.

She was just standing up with her heart pounding in her chest when she spotted Buck out in the garden. He walked with his old stooped, shuffling step. He kept his eyes on the ground and crossed the garden beyond the courtyard. 

He didn’t see her stash her old clothes under the mattress, but his hunched posture and lifeless gaze didn’t fool her anymore.

She lost sight of him, but seeing him drove home the point. The factors weren’t just lurking beyond the walls and waiting for a chance to catch her unprotected. They were right here inside this house.








