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Chapter 1
The Kidnapping
 
Haven had been watching, waiting, for hours. She hid in a large juniper bush on the edge of a patchy forest that bordered a tiny desert town. Her dove gray clothing blended into the monochromatic tones of the dust-covered sage, yucca, and rocks. She kept her scarf wrapped around her head and face for further camouflage despite the heat. The sun submerged behind the skyline of cacti. The desert sprang to life with creatures enjoying the reprieve from the baking heat. 
A beast that resembled a scorpion settled under the bush just a few feet away, the whirring of its wings momentarily distracting Haven. The thing was the length of her forearm—just a baby. Orange and white fur covered its body, like a fennec fox. Transparent wings extended from its torso and a sharp, deadly stinger protruded from its backside. It wasn't the most well-put-together morph she'd seen, but nowhere near the worst either. 
 The animal perched on a branch near Haven. Its savage eyes fixated on her like she’d make a good snack. Haven clicked her tongue and the creature perked its fox-like ears. She made a gurgle type sound in the back of her throat and it hopped down from the branch, and sniffed the air. The wildness in the morph’s eyes dimmed. Haven slowly reached out her hand, made another sound, and the thing nuzzled it with its nose. She stroked the beast. 
The strange creatures were reminiscent of ancient mythical monsters called chimera, a terrifying conglomeration of different species. Reactors within radiation factories leached toxins into the environment, and these monsters emerged within a generation. They grew to enormous sizes and became a menace to the human population. If even a drop of their blood found its way to human flesh, it would eat away at the person until they died. If a group of hunters managed to kill a chimera, the ground it died on became contaminated and lost all vegetation. Hunting the monsters was too risky and most people lived in fear of them. 
Not Haven. She knew that young chimeras could be trained, though grown chimeras in the wild were beyond any hope of controlling.
The scorpion chimera flew away and Haven adjusted her attention back to the town. Crouched in the branches of the bush-like tree, she noted the movement of the townsfolk. The houses were nothing more than stacks of sticks with mud sealing the cracks. They formed a short main path; the huts with their wilted gardens straddled each side. 
Growing up, Haven heard towns used to be huge, with large houses and buildings stacked so high they almost touched the sky. Not anymore. Not since the Meltdown and The Disease killed off half the livestock and crops. Government solutions had only made things worse. Their New Food was malnutritious and caused more deaths, plunging society into a New Dark Age. Society was nothing more than a skeleton.
A broken civilization was all she ever knew. Sometimes she imagined what life was like in the old days, but she was glad not to be in the generation that had caused so much damage. 
Laughter came from the hut nearest her. Haven watched as a father walked toward his front door and children came running to greet him. She smiled. She liked that even after the ages of upheaval and rebuilding, there were still families in the world that had precious moments like a father coming home. Her own heart longed for that, but it wasn’t her reality.
There was only one hut that showed no movement except a flicker of firelight from the inside.
That was her target.
It was the only dwelling without livestock of any kind and it was smaller than the rest. Perhaps that was a good sign, it would be easier for her if he was alone. 
Haven waited as long as she could for the sun to completely sink below the horizon, but it never quite did. She supposed it might never get completely dark here in the desert. She was used to a much greener and more shaded terrain.
What an awful, dried up place to live. It’s all so brown, she thought. She had seen many different places in her short lifetime, but the desert remained a mystery to her.
She should have waited for the veil of night, but she was in too much of a hurry to wait any longer. She had heard this man traveled from town to town and she had to get him before he moved again.
She crouched low to the ground. The pads of her feet dented the warm sand and loose grains flicked behind her as she ran. Her scarf wrapped around her head, nose, and mouth so only her eyes showed. Her heart beat wildly. I don’t want to do this either, but I have no choice, she begged it to steady.
The smell of doused campfires swirled around her and clung to her dove gray blouse and harem pants. 
She crept along the side of the small hut, keeping to the shadows. The front door was pushed open, swaying noiselessly in the breeze. Haven thought this must be a trusting, quiet village for someone to be comfortable enough to leave his door unlocked. That, or the guy living there was a fool. 
Maybe a bit of both.
After one final sweep of the area, she slipped inside undetected.
A small lamp burned on a cluttered desk where a man slept. He slumped over a stack of papers with open books sprawled on the floor beside him. His thick, jet black hair fell over his eyes and his mouth was slightly open. Haven heard his deep, even breathing.
She couldn't begin to guess why this was the man she was supposed to deliver, but she didn't care. The faster she grabbed him and brought him back to Lofton, the faster she would receive her next set of instructions.
Haven set her bag and staff on the ground and pulled rope out of her satchel. She would have to be gentle to not wake him while she tied his wrists. It would be easier for her if he stayed asleep. With his hands out of the way, it will be a cinch to gag him and toss a bag over his head. She knew she could make quick work of it.
Three strides and she stood behind the man. Both of his arms rested on the desk, a pencil nub held in a relaxed grip in one. She would only have to bring them a few inches closer together and bind them, tying them in front. She would have preferred to tie them behind his back, but moving his arms that much risked waking him. Haven held her breath. Looping the rope around his wrists, Haven pulled them close enough to wrap them both, giving the rope an extra tug to make sure it was tight. She couldn't afford for him to escape.
Haven thrust her hand into the satchel for the rag to gag him. She rolled it into a thin line as the man woke. He yawned and lifted his head, the page he slept on stuck to his cheek. He went to remove it, stopped, and stared at the rope around his wrists. He blinked and quizzically looked around until his eyes landed on Haven.
“Wha—? What are you doing here? Who—? Why am I tied up?” He struggled, trying to get free and stood to face Haven. Haven’s eyes traveled upward to meet his. Everyone was taller than her.
Haven sighed. This is gonna be harder than I thought.
Getting the gag in his mouth would be hard, but not impossible. 
She dropped to the floor, swept one foot under the man, hooked his ankle, and knocked his feet out from under him. 
He landed on his side with a yelp. “Ouch! Why'd you do that?” He rolled to his back and Haven jumped on top of him, straddling his waist with her knees. 
“You're coming with me,” she said, trying to get the gag in place. 
The man moved his head from side to side in jagged movements, dodging her. “I'm not going anywhere! I can't leave my research.”
“You're being kidnapped and you're worried about your books?” 
“They're not just books! They're the future of our medical advancement—”
 She cut him off with a little jump, sitting harder on his gut. “Someone thinks he's important.”
The man groaned and glared at her, a fiery gleam in his eye. He thrust his hips to one side and tossed Haven off. She tumbled across the floor. He rolled onto his knees. “I'm not leaving without my work!”
“Then we have a problem, because I can't leave here without you.” She pulled him back flat to the floor and crawled back on top of the man. Haven pressed his wrist against the ground, huffing. 
I haven’t wrestled like this since Mark and I were kids.
His hands flew up, stopping her from shoving the gag in his mouth. His eyes darted between her, the reddish tan vambraces on her forearms, and chestguard of the same color, and then back at her. His brow scrunched and Haven could practically see the gears in his mind turning. “Who are you? Why do you need me?”
Haven tried jerking her hands away, but his larger hands engulfed her wrists. They rolled again, one on top of each other until she managed to cram the gag in his mouth again. He spit it out before she could secure it.
“Wait! I’m not—” 
She stuffed the cloth in his mouth again, harder. He again thrust her off him and spit it out. “Listen, crazy lady! I can’t leave without…”
Haven pounced on him like a cat on a mouse, crammed the gag in his mouth, and pulled a knife from its scabbard at her side. She held it where the man could see. His eyes went wide and he stopped thrashing.
“I don't want to hurt you, but I will if I have to,” she said. 
The man mumbled something she couldn't understand through the rag. He kept mumbling and mumbling, even when she pulled him to his feet and tried to drag him to the door. He fought every move she made, his weight was too much for her to fight against. 
The man managed through his incessant babbling to slip the gag from his mouth once more. “If you just let me gather my things, I'll go with you. But I won't go without my stuff.”
Haven sighed. “I'm not untying you.”
“Just grab my coat and bag there on the chair. I can do without everything else if I must.”
Haven snatched the oil canvas trench coat, surprised by its weight. 
“What do you have in here, bricks?” she exclaimed. Something in its pockets clanked. She looked to find the coat was lined with pockets full of little bottles filled with liquids or packets of dried herbs or bandages.
“Gentle! Those bottles are glass. It’s my apothecary. And don’t forget the bag. Oh, and that book over there. The big fat one. And that chart! I really wish I had that last time—”
“Enough! You can come willingly or I’ll just have my friend knock you out.” 
The man skeptically looked around the empty room.
Haven made a clicking sound and a chimera appeared at the door.
The startled man jumped backward, knocked himself off balance, and crashed to the floor. Haven smirked. Everyone was terrified of these creatures from the Meltdown.
Elora was part moth, which could be seen in her face and wings. Her large round eyes glimmered blue in the candle light, and what would have been called antennae on a normal insect were her ears. They stuck out from the top of her head and sagged with an elegant curve. Her face was fuzzy and cream colored, fading into a soft blue at the tips of the ears and her wings were cream and tan with brown speckles. Her lips parted, revealing a wagging tongue. She smiled at Haven and shook the dirt from her dark tan fur.
“What the—?” The man sucked in a breath. “How did you get that thing here? Why is it coming so close?”
Elora pushed her head through the opening of the hut and nuzzled her nose against the man’s neck before using her teeth to grab his shirt, pulling him outside.
 “Elora, knock him out.” 
The chimera licked the man once, leaving a trail of saliva from the man's neck to the top of his head, slicking his wavy hair straight up. The man shuddered.
“Elora! Now!”
The chimera raised her tail and unceremoniously lowered it over the man's head. He slumped to the ground, unconscious.
“Finally, some quiet,” Haven muttered. She put the gag back in her pack, reminding herself to tie it much tighter next time. Elora knelt down, and Haven rolled the man onto her back, in front of her saddle, not without effort. Haven secured him and pointed toward distant woods, directing the chimera. 
She hesitated before following. She didn't know what the man's research was about, but if he was willing to risk his life for it, maybe it was important after all. She went back inside, grabbed the coat, the bag, and the book he requested. She stuffed the bag with a few more books and papers from his desk until it overflowed.
She ran out into the night, one step closer to receiving her next set of instructions.
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 2
The Trainer
 
With the flat desert vista behind them, Haven looked toward the rising mountains covered in trees. She crouched over the man draped in front of her on Elora’s back. The beast’s speed picked up and Haven squeezed with her knees, clutching the reins between fists full of Elora’s fur. They maneuvered around the trunks and over the branches with skill and ease. Elora puffed out her wings like sails and slowed, fluttering to a stop and landing on a bridge suspended between trees.
In the dark, Haven could just make out the black outlines of treehouses suspended against the canopy above. They hung unevenly among the knots and branches of the ancient trees, varying in size and style, connected by a system of swinging bridges. 
Haven swung a leg over Elora’s neck and jumped off. She grabbed the man’s ankles and yanked—he did not move. She went around the other side and shoved his shoulders. He slithered off Elora like a wet noodle. 
He moaned, sending Haven’s heart pounding. Haven ducked under Elora's neck and watched him stagger to his feet. He swayed with each step, trying to find his balance. 
“We have two rooms left,” he said, holding up two fingers when he saw her. 
Haven blinked at him. 
He leaned forward in a sway and she propped him back up. He stumbled back and his hand reached out, finding Elora. He glanced at her, then back at Haven. 
“You will fit in a room but your friend won’t.” He stumbled closer to Haven and she pulled away. “She’s too fluffy,” he whispered.
Haven stifled a giggle.
The haze in the man’s eyes cleared. He focused on her and then Elora. She saw recognition in his eyes. He opened his mouth but before he could say anything Haven motioned to Elora and her tale thwacked the back of his head. 
“Wait!” Haven grunted, but it was too late. The man fell on her and they hit the floor with a thud.
A guttural noise came from Elora as she lifted her head, her mouth open wide. 
“It’s not funny.” Haven pulled herself out from under him. “He’s heavy.”
Elora’s ears twitched. 
Haven grabbed the man's ankles and dragged him a few inches. She stood up straight, putting her hands on the small of her back and arching it a bit.
“Elora.” 
The animal looked up from nipping at a scratch. 
“A little help?” 
Elora nudged the man with her nose and pushed him into the cabin as far as she could, only a few more inches, without getting her head stuck in the doorway.
Haven locked the door, tucking the key in her side pocket. What’s done is done.
She ungirthed the saddle and pulled it off, leaving a sweaty outline on Elora’s fur. The chimera shook her body, glad to be free.
“Stay watch, girl.” Haven scratched behind a floppy antenna-like ear. She set the saddle beside the door and climbed a ladder to the cabin above the man’s hiding place.
Haven shut the cabin door behind her and sank to the floor like she’d been punched in the gut. She looked around the small room with its table and two chairs, two beds, a fireplace, and some shelves attached to the wall. He was gone. She was alone. Terrible thoughts choked her mind and the realization of what she just did and why slapped her in the face. Tears rushed to her eyes. She rested her forehead on her knees and sobbed. She drew in a shaky breath and wiped her eyes, but suppressing the overwhelm made her stomach sick. Crying was all that made her feel all right. She cried herself exhausted, but too wound up to sleep. She was hungry, but had no appetite. 
Haven rose to her feet and untied the vambraces from her forearms, leaned her staff in the corner, and unwrapped her scarf. She left the leather chestguard she wore for flying, took a seat at the table, and lit a candle.
A wrinkled piece of paper sat beside the half-burned candle. She lifted it and reread the foreboding words. “You will not get him back unless you do as we say.”
The room grew hot; her chest restricted. Haven threw open the shutters and leaned out, inhaling as deep as she could. She exhaled with a cough.
It was still dark, but it would be dawn soon. Haven knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep. She stepped outside, grabbed onto the nearest vine, and leaned forward until she was airborne. Gravity pulled her down and she swung in a u-shape back up again, landing gently on a branch of a smaller tree. 
She climbed until she reached a large platform, where a chair and braided rug waited. Wind chimes hung on the closest branches. A box lay safe in a corner where she kept a sketch book and other dear-to-her treasures. She put her fingers to her lips and whistled. A low, clear hum rang out and within a moment, she heard the whoosh of Elora’s powerful wings on the crisp, autumn air.
Elora landed next to Haven and circled before lying within a familiar indentation on the rug. Elora nuzzled her fuzzy head against Haven’s side. 
Haven stroked Elora’s back. The quiet of the moment brought tears again and she wiped them with her sleeve.
“What are we going to do?” Haven looked into the beast’s loving, concerned eyes. Elora whimpered and rested her head on her front paws. “We’ll get him back. We have to.”
Through the leaves of the tree she sat on, she could see trunks of taller trees reaching skyward. This was her forest, the only place she had called home, and that night she was forced to not only leave it, but to bring a stranger back. The thought made her skin crawl.
“What if the man we—kidnapped,” she swallowed hard, “is dangerous? We brought him back here to everyone we know and love. Well, almost everyone.” The first beams of light broke through the canopy. Sunbeams slowly crossed the platform until they reached her face. Her cheeks grew warm and she rubbed her eyes. It had been a whole day without sleep and it would be time to start work soon. Her stomach churned. She didn’t want to leave the man unguarded for the whole day, but if she didn’t go about her usual routine, people would come looking. “Come on.”
Haven jumped off the platform and fell, her arms out as if she were a bird. There were hundreds of feet between her and the ground. Elora swooped below and caught her before she even got close to the forest floor. 
“It’ll be a few hours before the man is conscious again anyway. We’ll check on him then,” Haven said. 
Elora fluttered her ears.
“You know where to go.” 
With a thrust of Elora's wings, they shot upward, spiraling above Lofton. Haven crouched low on Elora's back, taking fistfuls of the beast’s fur. Her harem pants fluttered about her legs as she squeezed tight with her knees. Her leather chestguard had hooks for the tether line she usually applied when she was in the saddle, but when riding bareback like this, it was up to her strength and skill to stay on Elora. Her hair flapped about her face without her scarf there to hold it in place, but she didn’t care. Elora knew where to go and the rushing wind around Haven made her feel as if her troubles blew away for a few minutes. 
If only they could stay gone.
Elora landed on a large deck attached to a building with wattled walls and large open windows. Willow branches hung like streamers over the door as a covering. Haven dismounted, finger combed her hair, and brushed off the desert dust from her clothes. 
It’s just like any other day. 
She took in a deep breath, brushed the willows aside, and entered a huge room. Light streamed in through the windows and twinkled through the woven texture of the walls. Stalls and hutches lined the walls, each with a baby morph inside—the younglings. Each enclosure was as unique as the chimera it housed. Made to accommodate the youngling’s species, some had large branches for the youngling to climb or hang, others had straw or clay for bedding. Different kinds of enrichment adorned the walls or littered the floors. The center of the room was left open for trainers to take their charges for handling.
Along the opposite wall sat a series of cupboards for the trainers to store their gear. Haven opened her cupboard and took out her shin guards. She searched through the random things that had collected there; a blue scarf, a half used journal, a pocket knife, but the rest of her armor was gone. Haven touched her forearm and cringed. She had left her vambraces back in her hut. The thick leather was an important part of her training gear. Luckily she had kept on her chestplate.
“You left in such a hurry yesterday that you didn’t take off all your gear as usual,” Andy said, coming up behind her. His yellow shirt poked out from under his chest guard and his vambraces were speckled with teeth marks. 
“I wanted to take advantage of the beautiful autumn weather before the snow blows in.” She shrugged, turned toward him, and crossed then uncrossed her arms.
Quit fidgeting. 
“At least you have the bottom half. I have a spare pair of vambraces that we can make fit you.”
“Always looking out for me.” Haven smiled. 
“Nah, no worries. You know I’ve got your back.” Andy grinned. “Wouldn’t want those younglings sinkin’ their teeth into ya. Plus, Matthew is giving a refresher course today. He’d bite you himself if you didn’t have your gear.”
Good ol’ Andy. He was a stout young man, not much older than her, with wide shoulders and unruly hair. Yellow matched his cheery disposition. To look at Andy was to smile. The thought of confiding in him crossed Haven’s mind, but the note was clear not to tell anyone. She was so terribly alone in her predicament. A thin smile forced her lips upward and she laced her armor. 
Once she was ready, Haven went to the group of stalls farthest to the left. She had four younglings under her care that she had reared since they hatched. She drew near and they chirped and wiggled in excitement. She cooed to them and they settled.
An unruly morph in the first stall jumped and yipped until Haven dangled a treat in front of him. He stopped and stared up at her. She tossed the treat to him and smiled. She loved how easy younglings were to please once she got to know them. Haven opened his enclosure and led him to the arena where others had already begun their training. She sat down in the midst of it all and let the youngling crawl over her.
 Matthew, an older man with small braids decorating his salt and pepper beard, had trained younglings for over three decades. He addressed the group. “We’ve welcomed a couple new trainers in the last few months, so I thought it was time for a refresher course. This can be a dangerous job if the proper precautions aren’t taken.” He rolled up his sleeve, revealing a thick rounded cluster of scars. The whole room winced. 
Haven’s youngling climbed up her arm, closer to her face, and she was grateful her leather chestplate kept the sharp crochets on the beast’s prolegs from shredding her clothing and skin. The creature crawled over her shoulders and back down the other side. It gnawed at her arm and she pried its jaw off by pinching its gum against its own tooth so it would feel a touch of pain. The beast whined and Haven cradled it in her arms. 
“It is imperative at this stage for the younglings to become familiar with human interaction and teach them not to overpower their trainer.” 
Haven softly petted the creature’s legs and it stopped struggling. It lay, relaxed, in her lap. It closed its eyes and a low coo rattled its chest. 
“Each one of your charges is unique. Not only do you need to be aware of differences in each species, but also differences between individuals. Haven–”
She lifted her head toward the lead trainer.
“Demonstrate.”
Haven placed her youngling on the ground and it whined. She knelt down in front of it and rubbed an antenna until it stopped. She grabbed a handful of milkweed and called her ward by name, giving it a leaf each time he obeyed. She smiled, encouraging him as she always did, but today it was much harder to keep the smile on her face, especially with the eyes of every trainer in the village on her.
“Thank you,” Matthew motioned for Haven to sit. “Haven has established a relationship with her ward. She knows his favorite treat and how to calm him when he is anxious, but most importantly, her youngling trusts her. Trust is necessary for you as a trainer, but also for the morph when they are handed off to their permanent owner. When younglings pass basic training, they are assigned to a citizen in the village and given a job title within the township based on their strengths.”
Haven sadly smiled at her little youngling. It was always a bittersweet moment for her, passing on her bond with a chimera to its new owner. She loved each youngling she worked with and yet was proud of the new relationship she helped foster. Perhaps it was just because of the last few hours, but it felt as though everything she loved left her.
“I encourage you all to follow that example. New trainers, stay with me for in-depth training. Veterans, go about your day.”
Haven stuffed the milkweed back in her pocket and the youngling clamped down on her arm, wanting more treats. “Ouch!” She pried her arm free from its jaws. Sometimes their razor sharp teeth managed to find their wait through the leather. 
“Are you all right?” Andy asked, arms full with a chimera that resembled a grasshopper mixed with a pillbug.
Haven looked up at him. “Hmm? Oh, yes.”
“You seem distracted.” The morph stretched out its long, green legs and pressed them against Andy, trying to break free. Andy flipped the morph so its legs were facing away from him and lightly tapped the beast’s back until it curled into a tight ball. “Something on your mind?”
“Just lost in thought. Nothing important.” She waved it off, but Andy's eyes narrowed as if searching her face for something amiss. “I’m fine. I gotta go check on the eclipse.” Haven placed the morph back in its cozy stall.
“Kinda early isn’t it? You have three more here.”
“I’ll be right back.”
“You have a big heart for those moth morphs, huh?” he said.
“Of course! Isn’t it obvious?” She winked hoping she sounded like her usual self. Haven took off her shin guards and returned the vambraces.
“Wanna hold onto them for tomorrow just in case?”
Tomorrow.
She had no idea what tomorrow would entail. She whistled and Elora—who had been napping on the porch with a few others that flew to work that day—stuck her face through the willow doorway. 
“You silly. You don’t fit.” She pressed against Elora’s face and the chimera took a few steps back, allowing Haven and Andy to follow. Haven grabbed two linen sacks stacked along the wall to tie to her saddle when she stopped. The sacks plopped to the ground. 
I forgot my saddle too. 
“Forget something else?” Andy stepped closer and Haven felt the concern radiating off him. She didn’t want to lie to him, but she had to. She petted Elora’s face, avoiding his drilling eye contact.
“It’s okay.” Haven took a free rope and tied an end around each sack. “I’ll pick up my own on the way back. I won't be long.” Haven tried to sound cheerful.
“Have you heard from Mark? He’s been gone longer than usual.”
“He should be back any day now.” She slung the sacks over Elora’s neck and mounted bareback. Andy’s brows pinched together. “Elora’s been enjoying riding saddle free.”
“I know you don’t like when Mark is gone this long. Maybe come over for dinner tonight?”
“Thank you. I really mean it. But I can’t tonight.” Haven wished she could tell Andy the truth. 
She clucked and Elora sprang into the air. Haven pressed her face to the beast’s neck and closed her eyes as they burst through the branches above. Once in the open air, Elora rolled. Haven hugged the beast’s neck and squeezed with her knees for dear life. The linen sacks banged against her. Elora finished her loop and lazily carried them toward the mountains.
Minutes later, they landed in a spot on the mountain that had been cleared of trees generations before. Haven hopped off the beast’s back and slung the sacks over her shoulder. The bags dangled on each end of the rope, bumping against her legs. Elora bounded off with excitement in a zigzag motion akin to a rabbit. She concealed herself the best she could behind a large rock and wiggled back and forth as she prepared to pounce. Haven watched with amusement as the large morph sprung from her hiding spot and caught a dragonfly in her paws.
Haven followed behind Elora, letting the palms of her hands brush against the familiar waist-length grass. On the edge of the clearing sat a heap of old wooden plowing equipment, not the kind that was used for Old World livestock, but the kind that was specially designed for the different stages of the morphs that were reared in Lofton. 
When a morph was ready, and if it was assigned to harvesting with its rider, training would take place here. Haven had her fair share of hooking up the harnesses and getting the creatures used to the feel and weight of pulling the plow or carrying a load, but it wasn’t as rewarding to her as handling the babies.
They headed toward the treeline. Haven shaded her eyes and measured how many fingers fit between the horizon and the bottom of the sun. It was almost directly above them, a little past noon. The man would be waking up soon and Haven felt sick with worry. She needed to hurry. 
The bushes rustled, the tall grass swayed, and fifteen plump, fuzzy caterpillars pushed through the undergrowth. The larvae were each the length of Haven's leg, though still young. They were the same species as Elora, but varied greatly in color. 
They excitedly crawled over Haven, momentarily knocking her onto her back. She, with Elora’s help, peeled them off one by one. Elora clamped her lips gently around the back of one caterpillar and pulled it upward from back to front until it dangled in the air. She set it back on the ground and it reared up and snapped its mandibles. 
Haven picked up a large stick and smacked it hard against the nearest tree. The animal recoiled at the noise and backed away from her. She stood, unphased, and reached into a linen sack. She tossed a handful of dried pokeweed berries into the beast’s face and its agitation melted away.
She clicked her tongue and the army of caterpillars fell in line behind her. They trailed deeper into the forest until they came to a tree that had what looked like large, white spots on its bark. Haven inspected the spots one by one. The cocoons were similar in shape to traditional moths, but were translucent, so one could see the color of the liquefied larvae inside. Haven watched them for signs of movement. Most were still, but a few of the larger ones jiggled when she got close.
Haven sighed in relief. “Looks like your brothers and sisters are doing well,” she informed the group of larvae behind her. They squirmed about, some trying to crawl away. Elora nudged them back into line with her forehead.
The pupa stage was one of worry and anxiety for Haven. A large percentage of the larvae she trained didn't make it out of their cocoons. When Elora was in the process of changing from pupa to adult, Haven had slept under that very tree for weeks waiting for her to hatch. Haven guessed the high mortality rate had something to do with how radiation affected the morphs' DNA. Some creatures just weren't meant to survive. A sinking feeling settled in the pit of her stomach.
I’ve got to survive. 
Haven led them back to the clearing, trusting Elora to make sure none of the younglings strayed too far. Elora licked them occasionally, as if praising them for keeping in formation. Haven smiled at Elora’s motherly instinct. Though the chimeras raised in Lofton were insect-like in appearance, the females were particularly nurturing, much like mammals.
From her experience raising and training morphs, Haven found there was a lot to learn from them. The eclipse of adults worked together in a type of community to raise their young. The males supported the females in that role by providing food and shelter.
She thought it silly, but she often envied the relationships the chimeras had created with one another. The males were fiercely protective of their lifelong mates and since chimeras were dangerous to kill and had a lifespan akin to a human’s, their families were almost always intact.
That is what Haven envied most of all.
“When do you think you’ll settle down and have some younglings of your own?” Haven nudged Elora with her shoulder and the giant, fuzzy moth-like-creature smiled. Elora was still an adolescent, almost full grown at nine feet long and six feet tall. She was one of the smallest harvesters in the eclipse, but that made her one of the fastest. Not that it mattered much for harvesting.
But it helps when trying to kidnap someone.
Haven cringed. It was time to check on him. 
The younglings bounded in the field all around her, ready to get hooked up to the plows. “Sorry little ones.” Haven stroked the nearest one. “I have to go a little early today. I have some business to attend to.” 
Haven clicked her tongue a few times in quick succession and the chimeras took off toward the trees, their training completed for the day. Haven turned to Elora and climbed on the beast's back. She hesitated a moment before pulling the reins. Her people trusted her to train these animals. It was how she earned her keep and if she didn’t do her job properly, someone could get hurt. 
Just one more thing to feel guilty about. 
“If only there was someone who could keep an eye on him while I’m working…” Haven leaned forward and patted Elora. There weren’t many people in the world Haven could claim as her own anymore, but the ones she did have were everything to her. How one of them could be taken right out from under her, she didn’t know. At least there was still Ama.
Haven smiled. “Of course, Ama can do it.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 3
The Treetop Village
 
Ashton woke with a sharp pain in his neck. He tried reaching his hand to his shoulder. Rope prickled at his wrists. He jerked his hands apart but the knot held. He stared up the ceiling. This was not his hut. Ashton swallowed a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. Panic doesn’t solve problems, and he had a big one.
His head throbbed. Ashton moaned, and rolled onto his shoulder. He jostled himself up to a sitting position and rubbed the pulsating pain in his neck best he could. A glance around showed a bare, one-room cabin with a fireplace and chair in the corner. It was a New Age dwelling, well-built and dry. Ashton got to his feet and hobbled to the chair. He put his weight on the seat and the brittle wood snapped. Ashton lay on the pile of sticks and moaned again. His head, neck, and back now hurt. 
He sat up and examined the old chair for any hardware he could use to cut his ropes, but the whole thing was made with wooden dovetails and notches. 
Drat.
He turned his attention to the fireplace, black soot spilling out onto the floor. He searched the ashes for anything to light the remaining wood, perhaps a way to burn through the rope around his wrists, but had no such luck. He did find a chunk of clay that had once been shaped into some sort of plate or bowl, but it crumbled the moment he touched it.
He slumped back to the ground.
There was no bed, no table, or cooking pots on the shelf. No one lived here. He had no idea where he was and couldn’t remember how he’d gotten there. All he could remember was falling asleep while copying a page from the Journal of Immunology and Internal Medicine that he’d discovered in the ruins of an old university—and a girl.
The crazy lady! She must have hidden him here after knocking him out. 
He got himself to his feet again and his head spun. I’m gonna need some arnica or willow root for this soreness.
His head pounded and his stomach growled. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten. He’d had nothing the day before, too absorbed in his research to bother with food.
His research! The crazy lady forced him to leave everything in the desert. He had to get back to his research.
He went to the door and fiddled with it, struggling to get it open with his hands tied. Finally it flung wide open and revealed a bright, sunny morning and a rickety rope bridge suspended over the thick vegetation below. His head throbbed again, but not because of the soreness. The air thinned. The room spun. His breathing quickened. Heights. 
Ashton slammed the door and fell backward with a hard thud. He scrambled to the back wall—the only wall without a window or door—and breathed as deeply and evenly as he could. He wasn’t in a cabin, he was in a glorified treehouse hundreds of feet in the air.
He closed his eyes and tried to think logically. There was mold in the abandoned university. I thought I was careful not to inhale too much, but maybe I did. It's making me hallucinate. Yes, that explains it.
An image of the chimera came to mind.
“That must have been some pretty strong mold,” he muttered.
It wouldn’t have been the first time he dreamt of chimeras, but this time it felt so real. There was no possible way he could have seen a trained chimera. That was simply ridiculous. 
He had never seen one up close, but had dealt with much of their aftermath. People tried to avoid interacting with them, but as a result of not being able to manage their population, altercations with chimeras were common for the more rural villages he visited. It was the only part of his job he didn't love: not being able to save someone's life. There was no cure for chimera's blood. Yet. 
He couldn’t have seen a chimera, he wasn't in a treehouse, and the rickety bridge to certain death was all a figment of his hallucinating mind. Ashton started to feel a little more sane. He smiled for figuring it all out, and got up again. Except his hands were tied. That was real. He didn’t have an explanation for that yet, but knew he would. He maneuvered to the door one more time and chuckled at the rope bridge in front of him. He took one step out the door, ready to explore this imaginary world his mind had created, when the chimera from his dreams perched on the ropes, its gigantic head inches from his own.
The creature licked him before a yell could escape his lips. Its tongue coated the side of his face, leaving a sticky, tingly goo across his cheek up to the top of his head.
Is that thing smiling at me?
It sat in front of him, its sleek furry tail wagging and the tip poofed out like a cotton ball. Ashton knew it was not as soft as one. Though this particular species looked cute and cuddly, it was as capable of killing him as hemlock. 
Ashton slowly backed into the house, his eyes fixed on the magnificent creature. He dropped to his knees. He had read as much as he could find about chimeras and had listened to even more horror stories from those who had escaped attacks, but never thought he’d be babysat by one. He was stuck there until the girl came back for him.
He had no way of tracking how long he would have to stay there. The chimera didn’t seem to be aggressive toward him, so he decided he could move. He took a half burnt stick from the fireplace and started to play tic tac toe with the ashes. He put an “x” in the middle. The chimera thumped the floor with its paw and grunted. 
Ashton flinched and scrambled back. He froze against the wall, focused on the beast. It tapped the floor again. Ashton’s eyes wandered to what he thought the chimera was pointing at, then he pointed to the upper right corner. He had to be dreaming, but it looked like the beast shook its head as if disagreeing with the placement of the “o”. Ashton tried another square to the creature’s satisfaction.
He needed to write this down!
Blast, I don’t have my journal, he thought.
Ashton used the charcoal stick to write on the floor. If he wrote it down once he was more likely to remember it again.
It looks like a pug, a moth, and a bird smashed
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