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ASTRAEA OFTEN THOUGHT THAT STEPPING into the Solar Stream must be like stepping onto the surface of the sun—but without the heat. The bright lights of pure energy blazed so brilliantly that she had to shield her eyes. The whooshing in her ears from the Solar Stream left her unable to hear much of anything else.

Astraea’s best friend was traveling at her side. Zephyr extended a large white wing and wrapped it around her. She only ever did that when she was nervous. Astraea was nervous too. In such a short time her life had changed completely. She had thought going to school would be the biggest change. But that was nothing compared to the discoveries they had made.

A race of shape-changing monsters they called the Mimics were secretly attacking Titus. To distract her grandfather Hyperion and his security teams, the Mimics were bringing humans from Earth and creatures from other worlds to Titus. With Titus security occupied rounding up the newcomers, the invaders were slowly abducting the Titan and Olympian leadership and replacing them with their own look-alike kind.

These stealth attacks would have gone unnoticed if a human boy hadn’t arrived from California. His appearance in the Arcadia nectar orchards changed everything.

With the help of their friend Tryn and a herd of centaurs, Astraea, Zephyr, and Jake had traveled to the dreadful prison Tartarus to free the abducted Titans and Olympians and then gone to Earth to hide them.

Now they were going to another new place—Zomos. The world that Nesso the snake came from. All Astraea knew about Zomos came from Jupiter, who said Zomos was a wild place.

The one thing she did notice was just how long it was taking to get there. Going to Tartarus had been very fast. Even going to Earth wasn’t that bad. But now it felt like they’d been in the Solar Stream for ages.

Astraea looked around her. She saw Jake and Tryn shadowed in the blazing light just in front of her, while beside her were three young centaurs, Cylus, Render, and Darek. If she was honest, she hadn’t wanted the centaurs to come along… especially Cylus, who was a big bully. But Jupiter had insisted. And since his word was final, they didn’t have a choice.

They discovered that moving within the confines of the Solar Stream was next to impossible. But Astraea had to manage only a single step in order to be pressed against Zephyr’s side.

“This is taking forever!” she shouted up to her friend’s ear.

Zephyr tilted her head back to Astraea. “What?”

“I said, it’s”—halfway through the statement, the journey ended, and they exited the Solar Stream into a dense jungle—“taking forever!”

Zephyr looked at her and winked a large brown eye. “There’s no need to shout, Astraea. I’m right here.” She tightened her wing to pull Astraea closer.

“Whoa,” Jake said, gazing around. “This place is awesome. I’ve never seen so many colors! Look, the leaves on the trees, they aren’t even green—there’s red and blue—and look over there; that one has purple leaves!”

Tryn was standing beside him. “It looks a lot like my home, Xanadu. But the colors are different and the leaves on Xanadu’s trees are much bigger.” He walked forward and bent down to study a strange-looking multilegged insect.

Jake joined him and reached for the bug, but Tryn caught hold of his hand. “No, don’t. Remember, Jake, this isn’t your world. Things here may be poisonous. My mother always said that’s the first rule of exploration. Don’t touch anything until you are certain it’s safe.”

Jake pulled back his hand. “But how are we supposed to know what’s safe? It’s not like we have any equipment or anything.”

“It isss sssafe,” Nesso said. The colorful snake was coiled around Jake’s neck. “Alssso deliccciousss. They are my favorite food.”

Jake reached up and invited the snake onto his hands. “So this is your home?”

“It wasss,” Nesso said. “Now my home isss with you. But it isss niccce to feel the warmth again.”

“Warmth?” Jake laughed. “You’re not kidding; this place is boiling! It’s much hotter than LA on a summer’s day.”

Cylus was standing with his centaur friends Render and Darek and nudged them. “Look how stupid humans are, complaining about the heat when we’re on an important mission.”

“Hey!” Astraea charged up to Cylus. “If you’re just going to start trouble, you and your herd can go right back to Earth. We have a lot to do here, and we don’t need you bullying Jake anymore.”

“I’m not bullying him,” Cylus said. “But can I help it if he says stupid things?”

“Oh, and you never say stupid things?” Zephyr asked.

“Never!” Cylus challenged. “Tell me one time I said something stupid.”

Zephyr stepped closer to the centaur and looked down on him. “How about every time you open your mouth?”

“Everyone, that’s enough,” Tryn said. “Jupiter and the others are counting on us. This constant fighting isn’t helping.”

When Cylus crossed his hands over his chest and opened his mouth to speak, Zephyr bent even closer. “Don’t say one word. He’s right.…” She looked over at Jake. “Would you tell Nesso to start asking her friends to join us?”

Jake looked at Tryn. “I know Zephyr was talking to me. What did she say?”

Zephyr snorted in irritation but said nothing.

“She said it’s time to tell Nesso to ask her friends if they will join us.”

Jake nodded and pulled Nesso closer. “Did you hear that? Will you call your friends?”

“Yesss,” Nesso said. “Put me down on the ground.” When Jake bent to put the snake down, Nesso raised herself higher. “You won’t leave me, will you?”

“Never.” Jake looked at the others and explained what Nesso had said. Astraea came closer and lightly stroked the snake. “We’re friends, Nesso. We’d never leave you behind. We’ll stay right here waiting for you.”

Behind them, Cylus harrumphed, but with a warning whinny from Zephyr, he didn’t say more.

Jake put Nesso down on the ground, and they all watched the colorful snake slip into the undergrowth.

“Now what are we supposed to do?” Cylus said. “Just stand here waiting for the snakes to come to us?”

“I’d like to look around a bit,” Render said as his eyes took in the whole area. “I’d never been anywhere but Titus. Now I’ve been to Tartarus and Earth. I really like seeing new places.”

Tryn looked over to the centaur. “You sound like a true explorer.”

Cylus shoved his friend and snorted. “Render the explorer, yeah, that would work.”

“Why not?” Tryn said. “Why can’t he be an explorer?”

“Because he’s a centaur,” Cylus said. “We are fighters, not explorers. It’s you weaklings that should be the explorers.”

Jake frowned. “Says who? Why can’t he be what he wants?”

“Because that’s the way it’s always been,” Cylus answered. “You’re just a human that doesn’t understand.”

“But things can change, can’t they?” Jake said. “If Render wants to explore, he should be allowed.”

Cylus trotted over to Jake and poked him in the chest. “Now you’re telling us what we can do?”

“I—well, I mean…,” Jake stuttered.

“Enough!” Zephyr snorted. “Cylus shut up and leave him alone. Jake is the only one who can talk to the snakes. I won’t allow you to hurt him.”

Cylus huffed and walked away from the group. When he was gone, Render approached Jake. “Thanks for trying. But Cylus would never allow me to do what I want.”

“I don’t understand why you need his permission,” Jake said. “You’re free to make your own decisions, aren’t you?”

“Not really,” Render said.

Darek clopped forward. “Cylus is the leader of our herd. We have to do what he tells us.”

“Why?” Jake asked.

“Because,” Render said. “He is our leader.”

“Jake, you don’t understand,” Astraea said. “Centaurs live as a herd, and as a herd there must always be a leader. That’s Cylus. They aren’t like us—there’s an order to follow. If Cylus tells them to do something, they must.”

Jake shook his head. “This makes no sense. If Render wants to explore, why can’t he? What if Darek wanted to be an inventor or something? Are you telling me that he couldn’t because Cylus says no? That’s not freedom.”

Astraea looked from Jake back to the two centaurs. They were both looking down and appeared almost sad. As though they realized for the first time just how much control Cylus had over their lives. Thinking about it, Astraea realized how unfair it was for them.

Tryn cleared his throat. “We can argue the difference between herd life and the individual later. Right now we need to find something to hold all the snakes in to take back with us, or there won’t be any of us left to argue about anything.”

“I’ve got my backpack,” Jake offered. “That will hold a few.”

Tryn nodded. “That’s great, but we need more. When you consider that Nesso can give venom only twice a day and even then, it’s not a lot. There are a lot of Mimics.…”

“Meaning we need a lot of venom,” Astraea added.

“Which means a lot of snakes,” Jake finished. “My pack is definitely too small.”

Astraea started to look around. The trees were tall, but the small leaves meant they couldn’t use them to make any kind of container.

Zephyr approached a tree and reached for a vine, but when she pulled it, it broke easily. “There’s nothing here. Everything is either too small or too brittle to weave together.”

“We need something,” Darek said.

After a few minutes, Astraea had a thought. “Wait, I know what we can use.” She walked over to Jake and turned her back to him. “Jake, would you tear off the fabric covering my wings? We can make a sack from it.”

As Jake started to tear away the cape-like fabric, Zephyr came over. “But, Astraea, you hate showing you wings. We must find something else.”

Astraea looked up into Zephyr’s dark eyes. “Thanks, Zeph, but it’s all right. We need it.”

“All done.” Jake held up the large piece of blue silken cloth. He pulled the corners together to form a kind of sack. “This should work great if you hold it closed, or maybe we can find something to tie it. Next we have to ask the snakes if they would go in it.”

“Speaking of snakes,” Zephyr said, “Nesso has been gone some time. I wonder if the others said no.”

Tryn repeated Zephyr’s comment to Jake. “She’s right; it has been a fairly long time. I hope she’s all right.”

“Maybe she was eaten by something,” Render added.

“No!” Jake said quickly. “Nesso!” he started to shout. “Nesso, where are you?”

Tryn slapped his hand over Jake’s mouth. “Haven’t you learned anything about traveling to alien worlds? You can’t go around shouting at the top of your lungs. You don’t know who or what is going to answer.”

Jake nodded, and Tryn pulled his hand away.

“Jake,” Astraea said. “You and Nesso have a connection. Take a deep breath and close your eyes. Tell me if you can feel her.”

Jake did as Astraea suggested. After a moment, his eyes flashed opened and he looked at her in shock. “You’re right. I can actually feel her!” He pointed into the dense jungle. “She’s that way.”

“Let’s go!” Zephyr said.

“Wait,” Astraea said. “I’ll go get Cylus.”

“Do you have to?” Zephyr called.

Astraea glanced back at her friend, but then jogged in the direction that Cylus had gone. She found him standing alone looking down into a stream. The water was bright yellow and there were little red and blue fish swimming around.

“Cylus, we’re going to go get Nesso.”

“So?”

“So, do you want to stay here, or come with us?”

Cylus looked over to her but pawed the ground with a hoof. “Why should I? You and Zephyr will just yell at me again.”

“We yell because you’re always being mean—”

Cylus opened his mouth to speak, but Astraea held up a hand. “Don’t speak; listen. Just because you’re a centaur doesn’t mean you have to be cruel. I’ve met your mother. She isn’t cruel, and neither are the centaurs working with my parents. The only reason Render and Darek are mean is because you encourage them to be. Can’t you see that you would have more friends and a lot more respect if you’d stop being a bully and tried being nice?”

“But…,” Cylus started.

“But what? Do you actually like being mean?”

“No,” Cylus said, but he made it sound like a challenge.

“Well, then, why don’t you try being a little nicer? You can start by not being so awful to Jake. Can’t you understand what he’s going through? He’s never seen anyone like us before. All he’s known is Earth, with no idea we even existed. We at least knew humans existed. It’s all different for him. But every time he opens his mouth around you, you say something cruel to him or you threaten him. That’s why we yell at you. It’s bad enough how you treat Tryn—but he’s strong enough to take it. Jake is different.”

“Yeah, he’s weak!”

“See, that’s exactly what I mean!” Astraea insisted. “Yes, he’s human, yes, they are weaker than us, but that doesn’t mean we’re better than them. We’re just different.” Astraea took a step closer. “Look, instead of seeing our differences, why don’t you try seeing what we have in common?”

“What’s that?” Cylus snorted.

“The Mimics. They want to take Titus from us and then Earth. They are more powerful than us, so you being stronger than Jake means nothing if a Mimic can hurt all of us equally.”

Cylus looked at Astraea for a long moment. Then he nodded. “I’m coming with you.”

They made it back to the group and nothing further was said. Instead, Jake closed his eyes again and pointed into the dense jungle. “Nesso’s that way.”

Cylus finally spoke. “Darek, you take the left side. Render, you take the right. I’ll take up front.” He paused and looked over at Jake. “You come up front with me to lead us.”

“Um, sure,” Jake said as he cautiously took his place beside Cylus.

Zephyr was walking beside Astraea and looked at her in shock. “What did you say to Cylus?”

Astraea shrugged. “Nothing really. I just reminded him that the Mimics made us all equal.”

Zephyr nodded. “True. I just hope it works.”

Astraea nodded. “Me too.”

They started pushing through the jungle, but the going was slow. The trees grew densely together, and there were vines everywhere. Though the vines were easily broken, their number alone made movement difficult. Added to that was the high heat and humidity.

“I feel like I’m breathing underwater,” Astraea complained. “It’s so hot here.”

“And if one more tree catches my wings, I’m going to scream!” Zephyr added as she tried to push through a thick bush.

Tryn wiped his silver brow. “My mother always told me our home world, Rhean, was hot, but because our sun evaporated most of the water, it was dry heat and didn’t really feel too bad. But this is hot and humid and very uncomfortable.”

Cylus looked back at Astraea and she saw that he was about to make a comment, but then he stopped. He frowned and looked around. Finally, he turned to Render and Darek. “Do you feel that?”

The two other centaurs stopped and then nodded. “Something is coming this way,” Darek said.

“Something big,” Render added.

“I don’t hear anything,” Jake said.

“Not hear, feel,” Cylus said. “The ground is shaking.”

Zephyr’s ears went back, and she looked at Astraea. “He’s right. Something heavy is moving this way.”

“Follow me,” Cylus said. He caught hold of Jake’s arm and started to haul him along to the right.

“But Nesso is that way,” Jake insisted, pointing in the direction they had been heading.

“Yes, and that’s the same direction the big thing is moving,” Cylus finished.

The group tried to hurry through the jungle, but the undergrowth made speed impossible. The struggle was exhausting, and soon everyone was panting and sweating.

“Hurry,” Cylus insisted. “It’s changing directions.”

“Are you saying it’s following us?” Tryn asked.

Darek nodded. “It is.”

They kept moving but gained little distance. Then a roar sounded—a roar so loud it vibrated right through them.

“What was that?” Jake called. “A giant?”

“Giants don’t roar,” Astraea answered. “Whatever it is, I don’t want to know.”

Moments later a second roar sounded. This time it was from right in front of them. There were also the sounds of branches breaking and heavy movement.

“There are two of them,” Cylus cried. “And we’re standing right between them!”

Tryn stopped and turned in a circle. “In all this growth, we can’t outrun them.”

“So we stand our ground!” Cylus pulled his bow off his shoulder. “Darek, Render, ready your bows. Everyone else, duck down!”

“Duck down, he says,” Zephyr muttered to Astraea. “Has he seen me? How am I supposed to duck down? I’m going to be the first eaten!”

Darek and Render loaded their bows and stood facing the direction of the nearest roar. “No one is being eaten today!” Darek called.

“No, it can’t be,” Jake cried. He was pointing up to the small patch of sky that could be seen between the trees. “It’s—it’s impossible! It can’t be here. It just can’t!”

“What are you blabbering about?” Cylus demanded.

Jake was still looking up. “That looks like a T. rex, but it can’t be. They’re from Earth and went extinct millions of years ago.”

Astraea looked up and saw a massive multicolored lizard-like creature. Its head was lifted, and it appeared to be sniffing the air. “What is it?”

“It’s a kind of dinosaur,” Jake cried. “We are so toast!”

“Look at those teeth!” Tryn called. “It must be a carnivore.”

“What’s a carnivore?” Render called.

“It means it’s a meat eater,” Jake said. “And it looks like we’re on the menu!”

The immense dinosaur’s head tilted to the side and the one huge eye spotted them in the undergrowth. It roared again and started to lunge.

“Shoot for its eyes!” Cylus called as he loosed an arrow.

The centaurs fired arrows at the dinosaur. Most bounced off the scaled head, but one struck the corner of the creature’s eye. It roared in pain and raised its head, staggering backward.

As they watched the first dinosaur, the foot of the second dinosaur crashed down on the ground right beside them, missing Tryn and Astraea by a breath.

Astraea couldn’t hold back a scream at the size of the scaled foot beside her. Brutus the giant was big, but somehow his size didn’t scare her. This foot was terrifying. Then again, it could have been the huge, sharp claws at the end of the reptilian toes.

No sooner had the foot come down than it was moving again as the creature charged at the wounded dinosaur.

The thunderous sound of the two dinosaurs crashing together was hideous. What made it even worse was how their tails swept across the ground, shearing down trees and brushing everything away as they fought.

“We have to get out of here!” Tryn shouted.

“How?” Jake cried. “Those two are destroying the whole area. Wherever we run, they’ll get us.” The words were just out of his mouth when a thick, long tail swept over their heads. “Whoa, that was too close!”

“We have to fly!” Zephyr shouted. She looked over to Astraea. “Get on my back, now!”

“What about the others?” Astraea called as she climbed up onto Zephyr’s back.

Tryn reached for his skateboard. “Jake, use your board!”

“What about us?” Render cried. “You’re not going to leave us here, are you?”

“Of course not!” Tryn ran up to the centaur and looked at him, as though sizing him up. “Vulcan never builds anything weak. If you are strong enough to hold on, my skateboard should be able to carry you. Darek can hold on to Jake’s board.” He looked at Zephyr. “Are you strong enough to carry Cylus?”

“I don’t know!”

A massive foot slammed down on the ground near them again as the dinosaurs moved closer. The roaring intensified as the fight grew more violent. Suddenly the two wrestling monsters fell to the ground and started to roll around.

“Zephyr, please,” Cylus called. “Please try. I don’t want to die here!”

“Fly, Zephyr!” Astraea cried above the sounds of crashing trees and furious, fighting monsters. “Hurry!”

In the tight confines of the jungle, Zephyr opened her white wings. “Cylus, when I take off, catch hold of my back legs. Don’t let go!”

Astraea looked over and saw Tryn and Jake were already on their skateboards. She could no longer hear them over the roaring, but as she watched, the two skateboards’ wings appeared and started to fly, lifting Render and Darek with them.

“Go, Zephyr, go!” Astraea cried as a dark wall of rolling dinosaurs bored down on them. This was it, the one chance to get away. If Zephyr couldn’t fly, they were doomed.
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ZEPHYR FLAPPED HER POWERFUL WINGS as hard as she could, whinnying. Normally she needed to run to take off, but with the dinosaurs rolling toward them, there was no time or space—she had to launch from a standing position.

Astraea threw her arms around Zephyr’s neck and started to flap her own tiny wings, offering as much help as she could.

“C’mon, Zeph, you can do it!” she shouted. This was the first time in their lives that Astraea had ever been on her best friend’s back. How tragic if it was the last.

The thunderous wall of dinosaurs was right in front of them. Zephyr’s wings beat down harder and faster as they started to lift off the ground. There was a backward jerk as Cylus caught hold of her back legs and his weight pulled them down, but then Zephyr moved again. Higher and higher until they managed to clear the area just as the two fighting monsters rolled through.

Astraea looked down to see Cylus hanging from Zephyr’s back legs. “You made it!”

“Yes,” he called up. “But I think I’m going to be sick.”

“Don’t you dare,” Zephyr shouted. “Because if you do, I promise I’ll drop you!”

Astraea hugged her best friend’s neck. “Zephyr, you’re amazing!”

“This isn’t over yet,” Zephyr cried. “Cylus is too heavy for me. I can’t carry him much farther.”

It was only then that Astraea realized they were still in a lot of danger. Seated high on Zephyr’s back, she looked around, hoping to find somewhere safe for them to land. Beneath them, the two monsters continued to wrestle, their unpredictable movements making a large area unsafe. “Zephyr, over here!” Tryn shouted.

Astraea looked back and saw Tryn and Jake on their flying skateboards several lengths behind them. Render was hanging on to the underside of Tryn’s board, while Darek clung to Jake’s. The boards looked like they too were struggling to carry the added weight of the heavy centaurs.

“There!” Tryn pointed to a rocky plateau rising out of the dense jungle. “Zephyr, turn around. We can land there!”

Zephyr was panting with exhaustion as she tilted her wings and managed to turn around. Astraea could feel her powerful wing muscles quivering and straining to carry Cylus. “You’re doing so great!” she encouraged.

Beneath them, Cylus was looking green. Just as Zephyr flew above the plateau, he released her legs and landed on the ground. Going down to his equine knees, he kissed the ground.

Zephyr touched down beside him. Her wings drooped and her head hung low. When Astraea slid off her back, she ran up to Zephyr’s head and hugged her tightly. “You saved us!”

“Tha—” Zephyr gulped air. “That was the hardest thing I’ve ev-ever done. I hurt all over, and my back legs feel like they’ve pulled out of their sockets.”

Cylus regained his legs and trotted over to her. “Thank you, thank you, Zephyr.” He threw his arms around her neck. “I am so sorry I called you Pegasus’s daughter. I promise I’ll never do it again!”

Astraea felt Zephyr tense as Cylus hugged her. Zephyr gasped. “It’s okay, Cylus. You don’t need to strangle me.”

Darek and Render came up to them. Their faces were flushed, and Render had a beaming smile on his face. “That was the best thing ever! I never imagined how exciting flying could be. If we survive this, I am asking Vulcan to make me some wings!”

“You are not going to fly!” Cylus said.

Astraea looked at Zephyr and sighed. “That didn’t last long.”

“What?” Cylus said to them. Then he considered what he’d just said and cleared his throat. “What I mean is, you really want to fly again?”

“If you’ll let me,” Render said. “I loved it.”

Cylus stole a look at Astraea. “If, um, if you really want to fly, I’m not going to stop you.”

“Really?” Render could hardly contain his excitement and reared high on his back legs. “I’m going to fly again!”

Tryn and Jake were standing at the edge of the plateau, looking out over the jungle. The two massive dinosaurs were still fighting. They were crushing a large area of trees as they rolled around. Finally they broke up, and the loser, covered in blood, limped away. The victor threw back his head and roared before heading in the opposite direction.

“Wow,” Jake said in shock. “I can’t believe what we just saw. How could dinosaurs make it to this planet?”

“It’s likely they evolved here,” Tryn said. “We had a form of lizard on my old world, Rhean. There are some on Xanadu as well. It is reasonable to assume they evolved here as they did on Earth. With ample food and limited predators, they were able to grow to that size.”

“Really?” Render said.

Tryn nodded. “Look at Jake, Astraea, and me. We come from different worlds and yet we have the same shape. Two arms, two legs, one head with two eyes, ears, and a nose. Granted there are some difference—I’m silver and Astraea has wings—but they are largely caused by our different environments.”

Astraea looked down at the departing creatures. “We don’t have anything that big on Titus.”

“But you do have lizards,” Tryn said. “These are just bigger ones. Besides, Titus has giants. Earth doesn’t and Xanadu doesn’t, either—as least as far as I know.”

Jake shook his head. “I wish my phone worked and I could have gotten a video of that fight. I never imagined that dinosaurs would be so colorful. I thought they’d just be gray like in the movies.”

Tryn turned a tight circle. “It doesn’t matter what color they are—we’re in real danger here. Let’s just get the snakes and go before they or their family come back to eat us.”

“I’m all for that,” Zephyr added. “I would love to go home and soak in a tub of warm water. My back legs are killing me.”

They were standing on the flat top of the rocky plateau. The jungle was far beneath them, while above them a clear cloudless sky went on for miles. Without the trees offering shade, the sun was huge and blazing and the heat was more intense than any of them had ever experienced before.

“We’ve also got to get out of this sun,” Tryn warned. “I’m safe with my silver skin, but you guys are going to burn to a crisp if you stay exposed much longer. Astraea, you’re already turning pink.”

Astraea looked at her arms. “I know, and my skin is starting to prickle.”

“Then let’s get moving.” Jake shut his eyes and breathed a great sigh of relief. “I can still feel Nesso. She’s alive.”

“How are we going to get down to her?” Darek asked. “Fly again?”

“I’m happy to,” Render offered quickly.

“No way,” Cylus said. “I’m not going anywhere but back to Earth or Titus. You guys can fly all you want, but I’m keeping my hooves firmly on the ground.”

“I don’t think you’ll have to fly, Cylus. I have an idea that I think will work.” Tryn placed his skateboard down and stepped up on it. “Take me to the snake, Nesso.”

The tiny wings on the board appeared and started to flap. Tryn was lifted into the air, over the edge of the plateau, and down toward the trees. “Stop!” he called. “Hover.”

As the skateboard hovered above the trees, Tryn called to Jake, “The skateboards do work at tracking. Come on. We’ll go get Nesso and her friends and come back.”

Jake put down his own board and climbed on. He turned back to Astraea. “We won’t be long. Try to find some shelter or something. This sun is a killer!”

Astraea looked across the flat top of the plateau. “Where? There’s nothing up here but flat rock. Just go get Nesso and her friends and we can leave.”

Jake nodded and called to his skateboard, “Take me to Nesso.” The tiny wings appeared, lifted the board off the rocky ground, and carried him over the edge.

Astraea, Zephyr, and the centaurs watched them dip down toward the jungle and vanish into the trees. As the moments ticked by, the stinging prickle on Astraea’s skin was turning to genuine pain as her skin burned. She looked over at Zephyr and saw that her muzzle was already red and the skin inside her ears was peeling with the sunburn.

The centaurs were not escaping the sun any better. Their bare shoulders and torsos were turning bright red.

Astraea looked around. “Jake’s right. We have to find some shade up here or we’ll be burned to a crisp.”

“Where?” Cylus said. “Look around you. We’re at the top of a big flat rock.”

“I know,” Astraea agreed. “But we can’t stay here.”

Darek and Render were walking around the edge of the plateau. They stopped at one spot and stared down.

“Hey,” Darek called. “Everyone, over here. It’s a bit of a climb, but there’s a ledge right below us and a cave. If we can make it down there, we can get out of the sun.”

Astraea followed Zephyr to the centaurs and peered over the edge. Beneath them were several large rocks jutting out of the side wall, which looked like an uneven staircase down to the ledge. The ledge itself wasn’t overly generous, but it was wide enough to hold Zephyr and at least one centaur. Then there was the cave cut into the wall, which looked dark and deep. Though it would be a simple climb for her, Astraea knew it would be tricky for the centaurs with their hooves. She looked at Zephyr. “I’m fine getting down and you are too. But it won’t be easy for the centaurs. Would you mind going down first so you can stop the centaurs if they start to fall?”

Zephyr bobbed her head. “Good idea.” She trotted a few paces away and then leaped off the edge. Opening her wings, she gracefully glided down the side of the plateau, then circled back and landed lightly on the ledge. She stepped up to the cave and peered in.

“It’s really deep. I can’t see the back of it. But it’s a bit cooler. Come on down.”

“You go first,” Cylus said to Astraea. “That way you can check for any loose rocks.”

Astraea doubted her weight would dislodge many rocks compared to the bigger centaurs. But she was prepared to try. With Zephyr offering encouragement from below, Astraea started to climb down the side. Some of the rocks were sharp and cut into her hands. But after a few minutes, she was grateful to jump the final distance and land safely beside her best friend.

“So, who’s first?” Zephyr called up.

Cylus took the lead. “I’ll go.” The large centaur peered over the side and rubbed his chin.

“Anytime today would be good,” Zephyr called.

“I’m thinking,” Cylus said. “This isn’t easy, you know.”

Zephyr looked over at Astraea. “This isn’t going to work. They won’t be able to do it.”

“I heard that,” Cylus called. “And I can do anything.”

Cylus went down to his knees and maneuvered his equine body around so his back end went down first while his hands clung to the top edge. The centaur looked down for the next step and made it safely. But when his hands released the top edge and reached for a grip on the next rock down, the rock beneath his front hooves broke away. This created a rock slide that pulled Cylus away from the wall as he and the rocks tumbled down the side.

“Cylus, no!” Astraea cried.

“Astraea, get back!” Zephyr shoved Astraea into the safety of the cave and stood among the tumbling rocks, waiting for Cylus to hit the ledge. She was struck multiple times, and cried out, but refused to leave.

“Cylus, curl up,” Astraea called. “Pull in your legs!”

The centaur did his best to curl into a ball, but when he hit the bottom, he smashed into Zephyr’s waiting legs and his front hoof cut a large gash into Zephyr’s shoulder. Despite the wound, Zephyr held true and stopped Cylus from tumbling over the edge.

When the rock slide ended, Astraea ran over to Cylus. She helped him climb to his feet and brushed away the small pebbles that cut into his torso. “Are you all right?”

“A bit bruised, but I’ll live.”

Astraea looked over to Zephyr and saw the deep gash on her shoulder from Cylus’s hoof. “Zeph, you’re bleeding!”

“It’s nothing,” Zephyr said as she inspected her wound. “But if this leaves a scar, I’m going to be really angry.”

Astraea pulled up the hem of her tunic and pressed the soft fabric against Zephyr’s cut to slow the bleeding. “We need some ambrosia to help you heal.”

Cylus was shaking and pale as he reached out to Zephyr. “That’s the second time today you’ve saved my life. Thank you, Zephyr.”

Above them, Render and Darek were looking down in shock. “Cylus, are you all right?” Render called.

Cylus nodded. “But there’s no way for you to come down. All the rocks have fallen.”

“We can’t stay up here; the sun will kill us! We’re going to have to jump.”

Zephyr shook her head slowly and heaved a sigh. “You’re not going to jump. Stay where you are. I’ll be right up.…” She looked over to Astraea. “I can’t believe I’m actually doing this.”

“Doing what?”

“You’ll see.” Zephyr looked at Cylus. “Would you and Astraea clear away the rubble? I’m going to need space to land.” She opened her wings and launched off the side of the ledge, then circled up and disappeared out of sight.

“Zephyr, where are you going?” Astraea called.

“She’s just landed up here,” Render called down.

Cylus grunted as he shoved a large boulder over the side of the edge and then moved over to an even bigger one. “Come on, Astraea, give me a hand.”

Only then did Astraea realize what her best friend was planning. She joined Cylus in clearing the fallen debris off the narrow ledge. “She’s crazy,” Astraea said. “Carrying you nearly pulled her legs off. How can she carry Darek and Render?”

“If she doesn’t,” Cylus said as they strained to shove another large boulder over the side, “Render and Darek are as good as dead.”

“Get ready,” Render called from above. “She’s taking Darek first. She said there’s not a lot of room down there and she’ll need your help with Darek when she’s closer.”

With the last of the debris cleared, Astraea and Cylus looked up and waited.

Zephyr shouted, “Get ready,” as she appeared with Darek holding on to her back legs.

Zephyr appeared over the edge, flapping her wings harder than Astraea had ever seen. Darek was holding on to her back legs as she seemed more to float than fly down toward the ledge.

“Please don’t drop me!” Darek cried.

“Then don’t let go!” Zephyr grunted.

“We’re here for you,” Cylus called. “Just a bit closer.” He reached up and caught hold of Darek’s rear hoof to direct him down. “Nearly there…”

Astraea caught hold of Darek’s front hooves and guided them down. When he was a few feet above the ground, she called, “Let go.”

Darek released Zephyr and landed with a heavy thud on the narrow ledge.

“You’re safe,” Astraea called as she steadied him.

Zephyr started up again. “I’ll be back with Render in a moment.”

Darek’s face would have been pale if it weren’t for the bright sunburn. His shoulders were starting to blister from the burns.

“Get out of the sun,” Cylus ordered. “The cave is right here.”

“I want to help with Render,” Darek said.

“There’s no room out here,” Cylus said. “Astraea and I will take care of Render. Go inside—now.”

Darek did as he was told and vanished into the darkened cave just as Zephyr appeared over the edge to repeat the same maneuvers with Render. Moments later, the centaur was on the ledge.

“Everyone into the cave,” Zephyr called from the air. “My wings and legs are killing me. I’m not sure how well I’ll land!”

Once everyone was safely inside, Astraea stood at the entrance and watched Zephyr fly out over the plateau, then turn in the sky and head back to the ledge. When she landed, Astraea ran out of the cave and threw her arms around her.

“You’re amazing. I can’t believe you just did that! Come inside. It’s much cooler.”

Zephyr was panting heavily, and her wings were drooping as she limped into the cave. “I—I deserve a medal for that,” she muttered as she followed Astraea inside.

“Two medals,” Astraea said.

“Three!” Cylus agreed. He approached Zephyr and patted her neck. “When this is over, you have your choice of anything I own.”

“Me too,” Darek said.

“Anything—or—or even all of it,” Render finished. “Thank you for saving us.”

“I’ll just be happy to get back to Titus and soak in a lake,” Zephyr said tiredly. “Until then, I’m going to lie down. My back legs feel like they’ve been pulled off.”

The centaurs stepped back and allowed Zephyr deeper into the narrow cave. With Astraea beside her, Zephyr settled down on the stone floor and heaved a great sigh. “Remind me to never do that again.”

Astraea sat beside her and combed her fingers through Zephyr’s mane. “You were so amazing. I never knew you could hover like that.”

“Neither did I,” Zephyr admitted. “But I couldn’t risk flying them out farther in case they fell.”

“You realize you just saved their lives.”

Zephyr nodded. “Guess so.” She turned her white head to Astraea. “You know, if you’d told me before Arcadia opened that I would be carrying two—no, three—centaurs to safety, I’d have said you were crazy.”

“It makes you wonder what else is going to happen,” Cylus said as he walked past them and explored deeper into the cave.

“Or what might be about to happen,” Astraea added.

“Let’s hope that’s the last of the excitement,” Zephyr finished. “I’m too tired for more.”
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JAKE AND TRYN SOARED THROUGH the jungle on the flying skateboards, heading toward Nesso.

Jake lifted his baseball cap off his head and wiped away the sweat. California had nothing on the heat of this world. He looked over at Tryn and saw that his silver skin had a light sheen, but he showed no signs of suffering from the heat.

“Aren’t you hot?” Jake called. “I’m baking!”

Tryn shook his head. “Not really. I don’t like this humidity, but it’s better than Earth. I was freezing there.”

After a while, they touched down on the ground in an area covered with leaves and undergrowth. If Nesso was here, he still couldn’t see her.

“Nesso,” Jake called softly. “Are you here?”

The jungle around them was alive with sound. There was light rustling from the undergrowth, and the sounds of insects calling one another, while the canopy of trees was filled with movement and birdcalls.

“Jake,” a small voice sounded.

Jake went down to his knees. “Nesso, I can hear you, but I can’t see you. Where are you?”

“I am here.…”

A moment later Nesso appeared from under some leaves and slithered up to Jake’s foot. He reached down, and she slid onto his outstretched hand, followed by two other snakes that looked just like her.

“Well, hello there,” Jake said.

The two snakes hissed, but Jake couldn’t understand what they said. “Nesso, did they just say something?”

“Yesss,” Nesso answered. “They asssked if you were my big thing. I told them you were.”

Jake looked at Tryn. “I thought I would be able to understand them all, but I can’t.”

“This is fascinating,” Tryn said. “Because of the bite, you can understand Nesso, but not all her kind.” He looked at the other two snakes. “Can you understand me?”

“Can you underssstand the other big thing?” Nesso asked the two snakes.

Jake heard more hissing but had to wait for Nesso to translate.

“No, they can’t underssstand you. But I have told them why we are here. They will help usss if we promissse to take them away with usss.”

Jake checked the ground, but there were no other snakes. “Where are the others? I thought there would be more.”

“They are gone,” Nesso explained. “It isss too dangerousss for them to ssstay. They are being hunted, ssso they have left.”

“Who is hunting them?” Jake asked.

Nesso stood higher on Jake’s hand. “Everything here isss changed. There are ssso few of usss now. The othersss don’t know who isss hunting them, only that it isss too dangerousss to ssstay. Everyone isss leaving. We mussst leave too.”

Jake explained to Tryn what Nesso said.

“Of course we’ll take them with us,” Tryn said to Nesso. “But we need more of your kind to help us. Do you know where the others have gone?”

“They have gone far away. Far from the danger.”

Jake again repeated the message and then asked, “Can they tell you anything about the hunters?”

After a moment, Nesso said, “They don’t know. Only that it isss bad. They hear the othersss ssscream and then they are sssilent. They are gone-gone.”

“Does gone-gone mean dead?” Jake asked.

“Yesss.”

Jake turned to Tryn. “Something is killing the snakes. There aren’t many left here now.”

Tryn looked at Nesso. “Have you ever had this trouble before?”

“No,” Nesso said. “But it’sss bad. I called and called but could find no more.”

“Three aren’t enough,” Jake said. “We need to find more.” He looked at Nesso. “Can they tell you what direction the others traveled in?”

“Yesss. They went toward the sssun when it goesss dark.”

When Jake repeated the message, he added, “Let’s go get Astraea and the others and try to follow them.” He held Nesso up to his neck so she could take her place. When she did, the other two followed, and the three settled down together.

Tryn looked at him and laughed. “I thought one snake around your neck was funny. You should see yourself now.”

“Yeah, but at least it keeps my hands free.” He called down to Nesso. “You guys ready?”

“Yesss,” she hissed in reply.

Jake and Tryn climbed onto their skateboards and called down, “Take us back to Astraea and Zephyr.”

The two skateboards rose in the air and carried them above the canopy. The plateau was some distance away, and it was only then that Jake realized just how far they’d traveled. In the opposite direction, Jake saw a herd of tall, long-necked dinosaurs grazing on the highest trees. “Tryn, look over there!”

“They are amazing,” Tryn said. “I must tell my mother about this world.”

As they flew closer to the plateau, Nesso called, “Where are we going?”

“To that big flat rock,” Jake said.

“No. You mussstn’t!”

“Why not?” Jake asked. “We had to go there when the two dinosaurs were fighting. There’s nothing there.”

“Lergo livesss there,” Nesso cried. “Lergo eatsss everything. Even thossse really big thingsss.”

Jake called the message over to Tryn, and he maneuvered his skateboard closer. “We have to, Nesso,” he started. “Astraea and the others are there. What is Lergo?”

Jake could feel the three snakes trembling around his neck. “Whatever it is, it has these guys freaked out.”

“It isss like usss,” Nesso said. “But big. It livesss in a cave on that mountain. It huntsss and it eatsss. None of usss go near it.”

“A cave, you say?” Jake said. “No problem. The others are on the top of the plateau. There wasn’t a cave there.”

“There isss!” Nesso insisted.

As they approached the top of the plateau, the skateboards skimmed over the surface but kept moving. When they reached the opposite side, they sailed over the edge and started to descend.

“Tryn,” Jake called fearfully. “I see a cave.”

“So do I.”

“And the skateboards are taking us there.…”

“That’s probably because Astraea and the others are inside.”

“Yeah,” Jake cried. “So is Lergo!”






4

ASTRAEA LEANED AGAINST ZEPHYR, FANNING herself with the hem of her tunic. Even in the shade of the dark cave, it was still hot. “I hope they come back soon,” she commented. “I want to leave here.”
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