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For Kenneth O’Hearn

My best friend and the greatest dad in the world

I just lost you, and now I am lost
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“ZEPHYR, I’M SCARED,” ASTRAEA SAID softly.

“Me too,” Zephyr agreed.

They were standing on the edge of the jungle just outside the Temple of Arious. It was their turn to keep watch for any new Mimic attacks. So far, their shift had been uneventful, but things could change in an instant.

The massive snake Belis was beside Astraea, his tongue dipping in and out of his mouth as he tasted the air for Mimics. Every few minutes, Astraea would look at him. The moment Belis became aware of the deadly Mimics, his scales would turn from colorful stripes to black.

Around them the trees were filled with cheerful birdcalls, but they found no joy in the songs. The beauty of Xanadu was missed as they stood watch.

Since arriving on Xanadu and clearing the temple of the shape-shifting Mimics, everyone was on edge. There had been several more attacks, but now that the Titans had security patrols carrying slingshots with rocks covered in snake venom that killed the invaders, the Mimics were quickly driven back. It was the Shadow Titans controlled by the Mimics that proved to be the most dangerous. Their arrival was always brutal and was happening more often. It was obvious—the deadly Mimics were fighting back.

“Do you think Jake is with my brothers?” Astraea asked as her keen eyes watched the jungle. “You don’t think the Mimics killed them?”

Fear for Jake and her missing brothers had been pressing down on Astraea like a lead weight. Despite her best hopes, her four brothers hadn’t been in the Titus prison, while Jake had been abducted from Earth by the Mimics and had vanished without a trace.

Not long ago, she, Zephyr, Tryn, and Pegasus had decided to go to the Mimic home world to try to rescue Jake and the others. But that was before the attacks had become bolder and more intense.

Zephyr snorted and shook her head. “Of course they’re not dead. If the Mimics wanted to kill them, they wouldn’t have bothered taking everyone. I think Jake was taken because he can talk to the snakes.”

“Why would they care? All Mimics want to do is kill the snakes. Look what they did to Belis.” Astraea looked along the snake’s body to all the scars from the Shadow Titans’ swords. “Every time they attack us, he seems to be their main target.”

The snake could now understand them completely and raised his head higher for Astraea to stroke. “But we won’t let them hurt you again,” she cooed.

“I still don’t get it with you two,” Zephyr said, and snorted in disgust. “But it seems that’s the only reason the Mimics would go for Jake. I mean he’s human. Why else would they care, if not for Nesso?”

Zephyr looked slyly at Astraea, then winked.

Astraea chuckled softly. Zephyr was still making a show of not liking Jake because he was human, but she was ready to go on the secret rescue mission to save him. “Maybe. But I’m just so worried about him.”

“I’m worried about all of us!” Zephyr said. “Seriously, I never imagined we’d ever be going through anything like this. Our lives have been turned upside down. Titus is overrun with Mimics, and they want Xanadu as well.”

“They want our worlds, but not us,” Astraea said.

Tryn appeared out of the temple and flew over to them on his skateboard. “How’s it going?”

“So far it’s been quiet,” Astraea said.

“Quiet?” Zephyr snorted. “I can barely hear myself think with all the jungle sounds around us.”

“I’m glad for the sounds,” Tryn said. “Haven’t you noticed how it goes quiet when the Mimics are here? It’s as though everything in the jungle is frightened of them.”

“Does it?” Zephyr said.

Astraea looked at her friend in shock. “Seriously, Zeph, you haven’t noticed?”

“Hey, I’m too busy trying to stay alive to notice stupid things like that.”

“Those stupid things could help save your life,” Tryn said.

Astraea was about to say more when Jupiter, a herd of centaurs, and several other Titans ran out of the temple. They were followed by multiple Shadow Titans being controlled by Tryn’s people that were racing behind them. Everyone vanished into the jungle behind the temple.

Triana ran out of the temple and up to her brother. “We all have to go back inside right now!”

“What’s happening?” Tryn asked.

“They’re back!” Triana cried.

Astraea looked all around and saw only the calm jungle. She looked at Belis, who was still striped. “Where are they?”

“They’re attacking the nectar orchards,” Triana cried. “Jupiter says they are going after our food.”

“That’s low!” Zephyr cried.

“That’s war,” Tryn said.

Triana caught hold of her brother’s arm. “Come on, Mom says we have to get inside. This is a big attack.”

It didn’t take more prompting to get them running. They entered the temple just as more fighters rushed out. Hercules and Mercury, the messenger of Olympus, were among them. Hercules paused long enough to call, “Get to Arious and seal yourselves in.”

“Maybe we should help them,” Astraea said.

Belis was still at her side and hissed loudly. When Astraea looked at him, the snake was jet black.

“Uh-oh,” Zephyr said. “That isn’t good.”

Moments later, a blaring siren sounded. It was Arious, the mainframe computer, warning of Mimics arriving within the temple.

“This is huge!” Tryn cried. He pulled out his slingshot and opened his pouch of venom-covered rocks. Astraea and Triana did the same as they ran deeper into the temple.

“I wish I had hands,” Zephyr cried.

“You don’t need them,” Astraea called above the siren. “You can stomp the Mimics’ Shadow Titans into oblivion. That’s way better than hands.”

“Yes, but I can’t stomp Mimics.”

“We’ll take care of them; you just go after the Shadows.” Astraea entered the stairwell going down toward the entrance to Arious and looked back at Zephyr. “Be careful here.”

“How?” Zephyr complained as she followed behind. “Would you please tell me how I’m supposed to be careful on stairs? And why are there always so many of them? Here, back on Earth, Tartarus, even Titus—they’re everywhere. Don’t architects think about those of us with hooves? What’s wrong with ramps?”

“You can tell them when this is over,” Tryn offered.

“Don’t think I won’t,” Zephyr finished.

Tryn and Astraea linked arms while bracing against the stairwell walls to keep Zephyr from slipping down the long flight of stairs. When they reached the bottom, Zephyr neighed, “Thank you.”

The siren was still blaring as they moved deeper through the cavernous corridors of the temple. Belis was directly beside Astraea and still as black as night. She held her slingshot at the ready but knew that the snake would move on any Mimics long before she could fire it.

With each step, Astraea felt more and more on edge. Perhaps it was the blaring siren, or the confines of the temple. But the fear that she’d felt earlier was now turning into terror as she kept looking all around. It wasn’t a question of if there were Mimics in the temple—it was a question of where. It was not knowing that was making her terror worse.

When they approached a junction, Zephyr’s ears sprang forward and she stopped. “I hear something.”

Belis didn’t stop. The snake lunged forward, hissing loudly as he slithered down the corridor. Just then, a group of four Shadow Titans rounded a corner. The large warriors were bright green and looked like walking sea turtles. Standing side by side, they formed a large, impenetrable wall blocking the corridor.

When they saw Astraea and her team, they paused. But then a gray, blubberous Mimic appeared behind them. Seeing Belis, it raised a small silver cylinder to its mouth and gave the command “Kill that snake!”

Belis hissed again and slithered toward the Shadow Titans.

“Belis, no!” Astraea cried, but the snake wouldn’t stop.

“We have to have a serious talk with that snake!” Zephyr whinnied as she charged forward behind Belis. As the Shadow Titans whacked at the snake with their swords, Zephyr arrived, spun around, and started to buck. “It’s stomping time!”

“Zephyr, be careful!” Astraea shouted.

“Go for the Mimic!” Zephyr called. “Get the controller!”

As the Shadow Titans focused only on killing Belis, Zephyr managed to kick the first one to pieces.

Astraea, Tryn, and Triana took aim with their slingshots and started to fire on the Mimic controlling the Shadows. But the Mimic was blocked by the large fighters. It held up the controller and shouted, “Kill the snake and the winged horse!” Two of the Shadow Titans stopped hitting Belis and focused on Zephyr. They charged forward with their swords held high.

“Winged horse?” Zephyr spun again and reared high, kicking out with her front hooves. “I’ll show you a winged horse!” With her rage focused, she kicked at the attacking Shadow Titans and drove one to the ground. Zephyr slammed down on it, stomping it to pieces.

The second Shadow slashed at her, grazing across the chest and knocking her to the ground.

“Zephyr!” Astraea screamed.

“I’m all right,” Zephyr called. “Keep going for the Mimic; get his controller!”

The Shadow Titan advanced on Zephyr as she struggled to regain her feet on the slippery stone floor. Standing above her, it raised its weapon high.

“Leave her alone!” Tryn sprang forward and used his skateboard like a bat to knock the Shadow Titan’s descending sword away. Then he struck the massive Shadow in his armored head.

With only one Shadow Titan left trying to kill Belis, Astraea had a clear shot at the Mimic. She drew back her slingshot and fired. The small rock passed right through the Mimic’s gelatinous body, but the poison covering the rock worked. As the Mimic cast out its deadly tendrils, it started to melt.

There was just a puddle on the ground by the time Belis arrived from his fight with the Shadow Titan. But the snake didn’t stop; he charged forward and slid around the next corner.

Triana ran forward past the broken Shadow Titans and reached the melted Mimic. She kicked the controller out of the goo and cleaned it off with a piece of fabric torn from her top.

“Stop fighting!” she called into the controller.

The turtle stopped just as Tryn gave it a final whack.

“Belis!” Astraea cried as she watched the tip of his long tail vanishing around the corner into another corridor. Running after him, she made it to the junction and was met with four more Shadow Titans with drawn swords.

“There are more here!” Astraea shouted.

Belis was braver than she’d imagined, but the snake was being struck and cut by the relentless Shadow Titans. She feared by the time the others arrived, he would be dead.

“This is dumb, Astraea,” she muttered as she charged forward. She approached the tail of the snake and threw herself down on the floor. Loading her slingshot, she drew back the elastic vine and waited for a clear shot at the Mimic controlling the Shadow Titans.

“Astraea, what are you doing there?” Zephyr cried as she charged around the corner.

Astraea heard her friend but didn’t look back. The Shadow Titans were weaving back and forth as they attacked Belis. But with each movement, there was a moment when she had a clear shot.

Astraea fired. The rock struck a Shadow Titan and bounced harmlessly off its arm. Cursing silently, she pulled out a second rock and loaded it.

Tryn arrived, threw himself down on the ground beside her, and raised his slingshot.

“Astraea, Tryn, get away from there!” Zephyr whinnied. “Belis might crush you!”

“Just a moment more,” Astraea called. “Belis, move a bit!”

Belis finally moved, and for the briefest moment, Astraea and Tryn had a clear shot. “Please…,” she uttered as she took aim.

They both fired at the same time, and two rocks shot between the Shadow Titans and straight through the Mimic.

With a double dose of venom, the Mimic melted quicker. But that didn’t end their troubles. The Shadow Titans were still trying to kill Belis.

Astraea sprang to her feet and looked at the wall of fighters before her. There was no way through.

“Astraea, come here and get on my back!” Zephyr cried.

Astraea leaped onto Zephyr’s back. Without pausing, Zephyr turned and ran down the opposite corridor. Then she turned again and galloped toward the Shadow Titans. “Tryn, move!” she shouted.

When Tryn stepped back, Zephyr spread her wings wide in the confines of the corridor, leaped into the air, and flew awkwardly over the heads of the Shadow Titans.

Zephyr and Astraea touched down on the opposite side. Sliding off Zephyr’s back, Astraea peered into the puddle of dead Mimic and saw the silver controller. She knocked it out of the goo with her foot and cleaned it off. Pressing the button, she shouted, “Stop fighting!”

The four Shadow Titans stopped immediately. Two were midswing with their swords, but now stood stone-still as though they’d been turned by Medusa.

Astraea ran up to the snake. Belis raised his head and looked at her. His eyes were clear, but there was an angry wound running the length of his head.

“He’s a mess,” Tryn called as he approached. He reached out and patted the snake. “Belis, I know you can understand me. You must stop doing that. You’re the one they’re after.”

“Yeesh, I think I’m going to be sick,” Zephyr said as she looked at the snake’s wounds. “They really wanted to kill him.”

“You’re not much better,” Astraea said as she approached Zephyr and inspected the slice on her chest. “This is deep.”

“It looks worse than it is,” Zephyr said. “It will heal quickly. But Belis is hurt badly.”

“We have to get him to Arious. He needs treatment,” Tryn said.

Astraea nodded and lightly touched the snake’s snout. “Come on, Belis, let’s get you taken care of.” Belis closed his eyes briefly; then his body tensed and started to slowly turn around in the corridor.

When they were halfway to Arious, the grating siren stopped and the whole temple fell into overwhelming silence.

“Thank you!” Zephyr said. “That alarm was really getting on my nerves.”

“At least it means there are no more Mimics inside,” Triana said.

They heard footsteps in the corridor next to theirs. Soon a large group of armed night dwellers arrived. Several were wearing pieces of armor taken from destroyed Shadow Titans. They approached Belis.

“How is he?” a woman Astraea knew as Paye asked. Her long white hair was tied back, and she had a deep wound on her cheek.

“He’s alive,” Astraea said. “But the Shadow Titans hurt him. We’re taking him to Arious.”

“How bad was the attack?” Tryn asked.

“Bad,” another night dweller said. “Really bad.”

Paye sighed. “I fear they are attacking us here to keep us occupied while they go after the nectar orchards.”

“We were ordered to go to Arious,” Astraea said. “But I’d rather go to the orchards to help. We can fight from the sky.” She looked at Zephyr. “Are you well enough to do that?”

“It’s not a question of whether I’m well enough,” Zephyr said. “It’s if I want to.”

“Do you?” Astraea asked.

“Not really, but we’re going to go anyway, aren’t we?”

When Astraea nodded, Tryn stepped forward. “We’re coming too.”

“The trouble is Belis,” Astraea continued. “He needs help. We should get him to Arious first.”

An older night dweller came forward. He also had several wounds. “Go join the battle for the orchard. We’ll take care of Belis.”

Astraea nodded and patted Belis again. “I know you want to stay with me, but please go to Arious with Paye and the others. We’ll be back soon.”

Belis lifted his head weakly and leaned against Astraea.

“Please, Belis, do this for me,” Astraea coaxed.

Finally he started to turn around in the corridor and move toward Arious.

Astraea looked at her friends. “Come on, let’s go. They need our help.”
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FROM THE MOMENT JAKE HAD emerged from the Solar Stream, his life had become a nightmare of unimaginable terror. The only time a Mimic talked calmly to him was to tell him he was now on their home world and was at their mercy—which, he quickly discovered, they didn’t have any. He was constantly ordered about or threatened, and when he didn’t cooperate, they touched him and knocked him out.

Jake and Nesso were locked in a small cage that sat on a table in what Jake could only describe as a laboratory. The walls were as gray as the Mimics themselves. The lighting above them was nothing like he’d ever seen before. There were no light fixtures or bulbs—it seemed the ceiling itself was glowing. Across from his cage was a silver table that looked like the kind he saw on TV detective shows where they did autopsies. Beside the long table was another that held trays of instruments that would have scared the most avid horror fan.

The walls of the room were lined with shelves that contained hundreds of specimen jars. Some of the jars were filled with dead snakes taken from Nesso’s home world, Zomos. Seeing the unfortunate snakes upset both Jake and Nesso. Other jars were filled with more terrors than Jake could bear. Unfortunates taken from the worlds the Mimics were invading.

Had they done that to a Titan? Was he next to be put in a specimen jar?

While in the cage, Jake was fed twice a day. It was a kind of strange-looking fruit that under different circumstances he would have really liked. At first, Nesso refused to eat because she wanted him to have it all. But when he stopped eating until she did, she finally agreed.

On their second day, or what Jake thought was a second day, he and Nesso were witness to an experiment that shocked them so badly, Jake was sure he’d have nightmares about it for the rest of his life—however much time he had left.

Mimic doctors or scientists or whatever they were caught hold of a small snake in one of their gloved hands. Then another Mimic entered the room. The new Mimic didn’t react, didn’t fight. It was directed to lie down on the table. When it did, the doctor Mimic forced the snake to bite it.

Jake gasped as the Mimic melted. After that, the goo was collected and studied. Seeing the Mimic killed was bad. But when they killed and dissected the sweet, innocent snake, Jake started to scream and shout at the Mimics.

They didn’t react at all.

On the third day, the dissection table was cleaned until it sparkled in the horrible light. One of the Mimic doctors approached Jake’s cage and opened the lock.

“Get out,” it ordered.

“Oh, no, you’re not putting me on that table!” Jake shied back in the cage.

“Get out,” the Mimic ordered again. It didn’t raise its voice, and somehow, that was even worse.

“No,” Jake said. Was this it? Was it his turn on the terrible table of death in this house of horrors?

“I will tell you one more time,” the Mimic said. “Get out or we will drag you out.”

“You’re gonna have to drag me out, because you aren’t doing to me what you’ve done to the snakes!”

Without another word, more glove-wearing Mimics arrived and hauled Jake out of the cage. Despite their gelatinous bodies, the Mimics were surprisingly strong as they carried him over to the steel table.

Struggling all he could, Jake was strapped down. He looked at Nesso. “Whatever happens to us, whatever they do, you know I love you.”

“I love you too, my bessst Jake.…”

The Mimics examined Jake while speaking in their strange language. No matter how he shouted, screamed, or struggled, they didn’t react or speak to him. He was nothing to them, and they were letting him know it.

Samples were taken. Pieces of his hair, fingernails, skin, blood, and so much more. All without pain relief, all while he was conscious and terrified. No matter how painful it was, how loud he screamed, they didn’t stop. But after the physical examination, nothing they did hurt as much as when they dragged Nesso away from her place around his neck.

“Nesso, no!” Jake howled at the top of his lungs, straining against the restraints. “Bring her back! Don’t kill her! Please, please don’t kill her!”

“Jake…,” Nesso hissed. She squirmed in the gloved hand that held her and tried to bite the Mimic. “Jake…”

Nesso was taken away and put in a small jar. She was across the room, striking against the glass walls that imprisoned her, but at least Jake could still see her.

After that, another snake was brought in from somewhere behind him. It was a little bit bigger than Nesso and was hissing loudly.

“Where are you getting all these snakes?” Jake cried.

His question remained unanswered as the Mimics held the new snake up to Jake’s arm, but the snake refused to bite. Finally, they pried open the snake’s mouth and forced the two fangs to bite down on Jake.

Just like the first time Nesso had bitten him, pain coursed up Jake’s arm, and it felt like his whole body was on fire. Then the pain reached his head. After a single, sharp intake of breath, the world went black.



Jake awoke back in the cage. He hurt all over but was surprised to realize he was still alive. There were pains he’d never felt before coming from the back of his head. When he touched his hair, it was sticky and matted. Looking at his fingers, he saw drying blood. Jake wondered what else they had done to him while he was unconscious. For as much as he’d hated them before, there were no words to describe what he felt about the Mimics now.

The room was quiet and dimly lit, and it was what he now recognized as night on this terrible world. His head was pounding, and his arm stung from the snakebite.

Coming fully awake, Jake instantly knew that Nesso wasn’t at his neck. The pain of her absence was genuine and physical. He peered over to where the Mimics had placed her and saw that the jar was missing. “Nesso, Nesso,” he called. But he couldn’t see her. Panic set in at the fear of what they might be doing to her. Finally he remembered what he’d done on Zomos, the jungle world, to find her. Jake closed his eyes and reached out all his feelings for her. He cried aloud when he felt her life force. She was away from him and in pain, but at least she was alive.

Then he thought of the other snake that had been forced to bite him, and he felt no trace of it. He started to grieve. Somehow, he knew it was dead. Perhaps they’d killed it to try to understand his relationships with them, or maybe they just liked to kill things.

Whatever the reason, all he felt was Nesso.

Now more than ever, Jake was desperate to get out of the cage. There was a lock on the outside of the door that looked basic enough. The trouble was, he had nothing to pick it with. What he wouldn’t have given for Tryn’s lockpick set.

While he had been unconscious, the Mimics had changed his clothes. His jeans and T-shirt were gone. Instead he was wearing what looked like a kind of nightshirt made of a coarse woven fabric. There were no pockets, or anything to help him escape.

Across from him was the table of torture, and beside it, a fresh set of instruments. He shivered looking at them, realizing he now knew what half of them were for. But among them was a long, slim probe-like thing. Just perfect to fit in the lock. He just had to figure out how to get it.

Tearing up his nightshirt to make a lasso wouldn’t work—it was too light. He needed to reach the instruments. Finally he set on an idea that was simple enough but would be painful. But if it got him out of the cage and back to Nesso, he would do it. He would do anything to reach her.

The cage he was in was small. Maybe four feet by four feet. He couldn’t stretch out in it and certainly couldn’t stand. But as he inspected it in the dim light, he confirmed that it wasn’t attached to the table it was on.

Pausing to listen, Jake heard nothing but his own breathing. If there were Mimics around, they were being completely silent. Though something told him there weren’t any. They were too arrogant, believing they had him contained.

Convinced he was completely alone, Jake grabbed the front cage bars and started to rock. Back and forth, back and forth. When he put all his weight into the forward thrust, the cage started to slide.

As he moved faster, the cage slid steadily toward the edge until it flipped off the table and crashed noisily to the laboratory floor.

“Ouch,” Jake moaned as he hit the floor hard and landed on his knees, which slammed against the bars of the cage, hurting worse than he’d expected.

At least he was closer to the instrument table.

Taking a calming breath, Jake started to rock back and forth again, to move the cage closer to the tray. It was crude, and it was slow, but with each forward rock, he slid closer to the instruments.

When the cage was as close as he could get it, Jake pushed his arm up through the top and strained to reach the probe. “Please,” he begged aloud. “Just a bit farther…”

His fingers landed on the various instruments that had been used against him. Finally he grazed the probe. Snatching hold of it, he brought it down.

Jake needed to flip the cage over again to give him access to the lock. Just one flip. But when he did it, he somersaulted with the cage and landed painfully on his back and head. It hurt, but not nearly as much as coming off the table had.

With the lock now accessible, Jake’s hands were shaking as he inserted the probe into the keyhole. This was so important. Perhaps the most important thing he’d ever done in his life, and he had to get it right. After a few minutes of wiggling the probe, he heard a single click.

He nearly cried aloud when the lock opened.

Jake could hardly believe what he’d just done. A moment later, he was out of the cage and standing up stiffly. His legs were throbbing from the crash down to the floor, and his back killed because of the somersault in the cage and because he hadn’t straightened up in what felt like forever. Pulling up the hem of his nightshirt, he saw the damage to his knees. Peeled skin and bruising that was starting to show.

But he was free.

Looking around the room, Jake searched for any snakes, but there were none. He did find his clothes and shoes and was grateful to change back into them.

Once he was dressed, Jake stood very still, and he reached out to Nesso again. He felt her. She was close, in a room adjoining this one. Listening for any sounds of movement, he crept up to the lab’s only door. It was larger than doors on Earth or even the ones he’d encountered on Titus. Meaning it was built for the bigger Mimics. Meaning they lived in buildings.

Pressing his ear to the door, Jake listened carefully. He heard nothing. There was no handle, but when he pressed against the door, it pushed open easily.

The adjoining room was as dimly lit as the laboratory itself. But as his eyes adjusted to the light, he could see it was larger than the lab. Although there were no dissection tables, there were other tables and shelves. In the center of the room on a massive island counter were two containers that he recognized from the Mimic camp on Zomos. He and the others had used these containers to transport the snakes back to Earth.

Had the Mimics gathered more? Or were these the Earth snakes? Without Nesso, there was no way for him to find out.

Jake closed his eyes again and reached out for Nesso. She was close. Very close. Moving forward, he followed his feelings until he reached a counter against the wall. Jake had to put his hand to his mouth to keep from screaming.

Nesso was there. She had been pinned down to the surface of an examination board. The pins went right through her tiny body. Jake could feel her suffering coming at him in thick waves.

“Nesso,” he cried softly. “Nesso, it’s me.”

“Jake…,” Nesso hissed weakly.

Jake’s hands shook even more than before as he pulled the pins out. When Nesso was free, she coiled tightly around Jake’s hand. He lifted her up to his cheek, unaware that he was crying until his tears dripped onto the snake.

“I’m so sorry, Nesso.…” He wept softly.

“Thisss isss not your fault,” Nesso said weakly. “I am ssso glad you found me. Pleassse, take me out of here. Take all of usss out.…”

Cradling Nesso, Jake found other snakes pinned down to boards. Some had been dissected and were dead. Others, like Nesso, were still alive and suffering greatly.

“Please tell them I’m here to help. Don’t let them bite me.”

“They know you and won’t,” Nesso said weakly.

Jake gasped. “Are these the same snakes that we took to Earth?”

“Yesss,” Nesso said. “The Mimicsss brought them here from Xxxanadu.”

“Xanadu?” he repeated. “These snakes were on Xanadu?”

There were so many questions Jake wanted to ask, but no time. He freed the snakes pinned to the boards and then crossed over to the containers. The lids had been sealed down. Breaking the seals, he opened the containers and tipped them over for the snakes to climb out.

Jake felt great sadness when he saw that many snakes had died at the bottom of the containers, crushed by the weight of the others on top. Even so, there were a lot of snakes now slithering along the countertop.

“Can you all understand me?” Jake asked.

The snakes stopped and all peered up at him. Their tongues flicked in and out of their mouths.

“Yesss they can,” Nesso said softly.

Jake lifted Nesso. “Are you strong enough to go back around my neck?” he asked her.

“Pleassse,” Nesso said.

Jake helped settle Nesso around his neck. She then asked if he would allow the other wounded snakes to join her. Before long, Jake had four wounded snakes coiled lightly around his neck. Somehow, having Nesso back gave him the courage to go on.

“All right, everyone, we are going to get out of here together. I don’t know where we are or where we can go, but we can’t stay here. Will you follow me?”

Again the snakes all stopped and peered at him. Nesso didn’t have to translate for him to understand. “Great,” he said. “First, let’s see if we can get out of this room. Then, and this is very important, if they come after me, I want all of you to run. Get away. Find places to hide and stay there. Will you do that?”

The air filled with soft hissing.

Nesso said, “They are grateful to you. If the Mimicsss come, we will all protect you.”

Jake sighed. That was the last thing he wanted. He needed the snakes to escape. But he knew there would be no reasoning with them. Instead he moved forward through the room toward the exit. He motioned for the snakes to follow.

The survivors slid off the counter and gathered behind him, all looking up at him expectantly. Jake was stunned by just how many there were.

“Well, this is it,” he said as he reached for the door and pushed it open. “Let’s go.”
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JAKE STEPPED THROUGH THE DOOR of the Mimic lab and found himself in a long corridor. Like in the other rooms, the lighting had been dimmed. And in the faint light, he saw many doors lining the wall. It looked like a hospital. But this was not a place of healing. It was a place of suffering and death.

As Jake held the door open, the snakes silently slid forward until they were all in the corridor. Jake looked around, not knowing where to go next. There was no writing on the doors and nothing to indicate an exit.

Jake turned back to all the snakes and held up his hand. “Stay here,” he said softly. “I’m just going down to the end to see if there’s a way out.”

Hundreds of tiny tongues flicked out of small mouths.

“They will ssstay,” Nesso said softly.

Jake nodded and started to run. When he reached the end of the corridor, there was no exit that he could see. He ran back toward the snakes and then to the opposite end. He was grateful to see a large set of stairs. By the time he ran back to the snakes, he found them all gathered outside one of the doors.

“There’s a way out. All of you, follow me.”

The snakes refused to move.

“Please, we have to hurry. It’s this way.”

Once again, the snakes refused to move. They looked up at Jake, and then back to the door.

“What’s wrong with them?” Jake asked Nesso.

“They want you to open the door. They need to get in there. Sssomeone ssspecial isss inssside. We mussst help her.”

“Who?” Jake asked.

“The one inssside is frightened. We mussst help her. Pleassse open the door.”

Jake instinctively reached up to his neck and stroked Nesso and all the wounded snakes coiled there. Nesso was still suffering, but she was worried about others. He looked down the corridor toward what could be freedom, and back at the door.

“All right, but if we get into trouble, it’s you guys’ fault.”

The snakes parted to allow Jake through. He pushed the door, and it opened easily.

The room was another laboratory. In the center was a dissection table just like the one he’d been on. Beside it was a cage. A young girl, perhaps his sister’s age or a bit younger, was curled up in the corner of the cage and crying. When she saw Jake, she crawled up to the bars and pointed to a counter against the wall. “Help them, please. The Mimics are killing them to punish me.”

Jake followed the girl’s finger to the counter. Several snakes were pinned down, just as Nesso and the others had been. Others were in jars with the lids sealed tightly shut. They were losing their color as they slowly suffocated. Other jars were filled with water that was deeper than the small snakes. Two were already drowned, lying pale and dead at the bottom.

Jake reacted instantly and ran over to the counter. He unscrewed all the lids on the jars to allow air in. Then he reached into the bottles of water to free the snakes. Finally he freed the pinned snakes. Like Nesso, they coiled themselves up when the pins were removed.

“Those monsters,” Jake muttered. “Why are they doing this to you?”

“It’s my fault,” the girl wept. “I am a snake charmer, but when I couldn’t explain how it worked, they punished me by hurting the snakes.”

Jake looked back at her and saw that all the snakes from the corridor were in the cage with her.

“Who are you?” Jake asked, walking closer.

“Angitia,” the girl said softly. “I come from Titus. Who are you?”

“I’m Jake.” He approached her cage and looked at the lock. It was the same as his. “I’m from Earth. I’m friends with Astraea and Zephyr. They’re from Titus too.”

“I know Astraea and Zephyr,” Angitia said. “Will you please let me out of here?”

Jake looked around the room. “Do you know where they keep the key to the lock?”

Angitia nodded. “Over there, beside the door.”

Jake found a strange-looking key hanging on a hook beside the door. It took a bit of fiddling, but soon the lock was opened and Angitia was free.

The first thing she did was throw her arms around him and weep into his chest. “Thank you, thank you. Will you take me home?”

Jake embraced the young girl and could feel her trembling. “I really wish I could, but the Mimics took my Solar Stream ring. What I can do is get you and all the snakes out of here. Then maybe we can find somewhere safe to hide until we figure this out.”

Angitia nodded and waited for Jake to move.

Looking into her pale, young eyes, in that one instant, Jake felt the last of his childhood end.

Everything about him had changed. It wasn’t so long ago that he’d been in California and the most difficult thing he’d had to worry about was learning a new skateboarding trick. His whole life had been only about himself. What he’d wanted or thought he needed. He hadn’t really thought about his sister or mother that much. It had been all just Jake.

Now he was on a strange planet filled with Mimics that could kill with a touch. Angitia said she was a snake charmer. By the looks of the snakes around her, she was. Despite that, and the fact that she was a Titan and would be much stronger than him, she was young and vulnerable. Somehow, she reminded him of his sister, Molly. He was instantly protective of her.

He smiled at her and wiped away her tears. “Can I call you Angie?”

When she nodded, he continued. “Great. Angie, we have to stick together. All of us.” He included the snakes gathered around them. “I don’t know where we are or what is out there. But if we look out for each other, we might just make it. Okay?”

Tears still trickled down Angie’s face, but she wiped them away and nodded.

“Good,” Jake said. “Can you carry some of those injured snakes for me?”

Angie went over to the counter and picked up the snakes. Those that had been pinned and were badly hurt, she wrapped around her neck, just as Jake had done with Nesso and the others. She cradled other snakes in her hands. “We’re ready,” she said softly.

“Good stuff.” Jake walked back to the door and pressed his ear against it. There were no sounds from the corridor. He looked back at Angie. “There are stairs at the end of the hall. That’s where we are going. Are you ready?”

Angie nodded and took a step closer. When she did, all the snakes moved with her.

“Wow, you really are a snake charmer,” Jake said. “Okay, everyone, let’s go.”

Jake held open the door as Angie and all the snakes made their way into the long corridor. As they started toward the stairs, Jake pushed open every side door along the way, looking for more prisoners. They were all laboratories, but luckily, they were empty.

They entered the stairwell and started down. On the next level, there was a window. Jake and Angie approached it and peered outside.

Jake gasped. He wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting of the Mimic home world, but this certainly wasn’t it. The sky was mostly dark, but there were soft yellows on the horizon, promising that dawn was on its way.

With what little light there was, he saw other buildings that looked like the industrial estates back home, but not quite—they were very ornamental and only climbed three or four stories high. Beyond them were homes. Beautiful homes with pointed roofs covered in brilliant blue tiles and ornate decorations. There was a canal weaving through the area, with charming arched bridges that crossed it. In the distance, he saw the start of some woods.

“I don’t believe this.” He looked at Angie. “Are we in Bruges?”

“Where?” Angie asked.

“Bruges. It’s a small city in Belgium.”

There was still a look of incomprehension on Angie’s face. “It’s in Europe, on Earth. Before my parents got divorced, they took me and my sister there.”

“I’ve never been to Bruges,” Angie said softly.

“Trust me, it looks like this.” Jake continued to peer out the window. “No one’s moving out there. I thought the Mimics would be out.”

“They don’t see well in the dark,” Angie said.

Jake looked at her. “How do you know?”

“Astraea told me when she and Zephyr came back to Titus to get us. It was night. There were very few Mimics out and they needed bright torches. They don’t like the dark.”

“That is great news,” Jake said. “It gives us an edge.”

“What is an edge? Like a knife?”

Jake smiled. “No, it means it gives us an advantage over them. If they don’t like the dark, then that’s when we’ll move. But looking out there, it won’t be dark much longer. Come on, let’s go.”

They moved together down the stairs. Jake’s heart pounded with each step. Now it was more than just his own life he was worried about. It was Angie’s and the snakes’.

When they reached the bottom, Jake was thrilled to see a set of glass doors. Looking at them, he was once again reminded of his home. The Mimics continued to surprise him with how ordinary they were in all their weirdness.

Jake approached the doors and pushed against them, and they opened easily. “The Mimics are obviously not big on security,” he said. He looked back at Angie. “But then again, they’re kinda like bees. They’re not individuals—they only work for the hive, so I guess they don’t have thieves.”

“Is that good?”

He grinned again. “That’s very good. Meaning we shouldn’t encounter a lot of locks.”

They walked outside and were greeted with the most fragrant air Jake had ever smelled, just like lilacs when they first bloomed. There was a slight chill, like Michigan in spring. But it wasn’t cold enough for him to need a jacket.

He looked back at the snakes. “I hope you guys can move fast, because we gotta go.”

Jake started to jog. Angie was keeping up with him easily. When he looked back, all the snakes were too. Although, there was one snake lagging farther behind.

Angie stopped and ran back to collect it. “Don’t worry, you’re safe,” she cooed to the snake.

They started to run again. But after a short while, Jake was out of breath and very tired. He stopped and bent over to breathe. “We—we haven’t gone that far, but I’m exhausted. What did those Mimics do to me in the lab?”

Angie was breathing hard, but not nearly as bad as Jake. “I don’t think that is the problem.”

Jake looked at her. “What do you mean?”

“This is another world,” she said. “My father told me that before he was locked in Tartarus by the Olympians, he would use the Solar Stream to go traveling to explore new worlds. Sometimes they went to worlds where they couldn’t breathe and had to leave quickly. There were other worlds where the pressure was so much, they couldn’t stay without getting sick or weak. We are on a different world here. Maybe it’s not good for us.”

After all the sci-fi movies he’d watched, Jake should have realized the same thing. This was an alien world. He was amazed he could even breathe at all. “I think you’re right. I just hope it’s not poisonous for us.”

“If it were, wouldn’t we be dead by now?” Angie said.

Jake looked at the young girl and smiled. She was small and vulnerable-looking, but she was smart. Very smart. “That’s true.” He looked back toward the horizon and the yellow dawn. It hadn’t changed much.

“Sunrise is really slow here,” he commented. “This must be a huge planet. The gravity could be different. But even if it is difficult, we have to keep moving.”

Jake started to jog again. He had no idea where, just away from that building of horrors. But with each step, his heart was pounding violently in his chest. Finally he had to slow to a walk.

There was a film of sweat on Angie’s brow. She was feeling the pressure. “How long have you been here?” Jake asked.

As they walked, Angie told him about meeting Astraea, Zephyr, and Darek on Titus and the big prison break. Then how they’d traveled to Earth in the middle of the fight with the Mimics, and finally how they’d made it to Xanadu with the snakes but were attacked there as well.

“You were taken just after me,” Jake mused. “Have they given you any food, like ambrosia or nectar?”

Angie shook her head. “Just this strange fruit.”

“Me too,” Jake agreed. He didn’t say more but knew that Angie would need ambrosia or nectar soon if she was going to stay strong.

They pressed on, looking for somewhere to hide. As they walked, Jake noticed that everything about the Mimic world was immaculate. There wasn’t a trace of trash or graffiti to be seen anywhere. The one thing he did notice, though, was that there were planter boxes containing rock-hard, dried soil. But no flowers or plants remained.

There were no vehicles on the road, none parked along the pavement. But if there were no vehicles, why did the Mimics need roads?

“This really looks like Earth,” he commented, turning around and looking at all the buildings. “But how is that possible? It just doesn’t make any sense. Had the Mimics been visiting Earth before they visited Titus, so they copied our architecture?”

“I don’t know,” Angie said softly.

Reaching another corner, to their left they saw an open square. A fountain sat in the middle of the area. There was a statue made of metal at the top of the fountain.

Jake felt pressure to keep moving, but something about the fountain drew him closer. “Come on,” he said to Angie. “I need to see something.”

As they approached the fountain, the statue became clearer. Jake gasped. The figure wasn’t a Mimic. It looked like a human or a Titan. There were two legs and a body with two arms reaching skyward. There was a large head. As they walked around it, the only difference they saw was on the face of the statue. It had three eyes in a line across the forehead, and the nose was much flatter.

Jake looked at Angie. “That definitely isn’t a Mimic.”

“What do you think it is?” Angie asked.

“I don’t know.” Jake looked around again. “But for as much as I know about the Mimics, this place doesn’t look right for them. It’s too pretty. Yes, the Mimics are clean freaks, but they don’t seem to appreciate beauty. I mean, look around, there are planters with no plants. There’s no water running in this fountain, and there are roads, but no cars or trucks or anything.”

“The Mimics didn’t originate here,” Angie said softly.

Jake looked at her in surprise. Then he nodded. “I bet you’re right. But if it’s not their world, whose is it?”

Angie pointed to the statue. “It was theirs. The Mimics probably stole it, just like they’re stealing Titus.”

“Maybe,” Jake said softly. “We’d better keep moving.”

“Where?”

“Good question,” Jake responded. “I saw out the window that there were some woods just past the houses down there. From what I could see, the area looked bigger than a park. Maybe we can hide in there.”

“I don’t care where we go,” Angie said. “Just as long as it’s far away from the Mimics.”

“Me too!” Jake agreed.

They left the square and headed toward the canal. The cobbled walkway was made up of colorful stones. Lined up along each side of the water were beautiful, ornate homes. The doors on the houses were bigger than on Earth or on Titus. Whoever the people were, they were bigger than humans. The houses all had large windows, but all the curtains in them were drawn.

Jake, Angie, and the snakes approached the edge of the canal and peered into the water. It was crystal clear and teeming with shoals of tiny fish and other water creatures.

“It’s so quiet here,” Angie mused. “There are no birds singing. I can’t even hear insects.”

“Maybe the Mimics have eaten them all,” Jake said darkly. “We’ve seen what they eat. It’s disgusting. Just dry, flattened animals.”

“They haven’t taken all the fish yet,” Angie commented.

“They probably don’t want to get wet. Maybe they melt in water too.…” Jake said it, but his own casual comment brought back a memory he’d suppressed. When he’d been taken from Earth, it had been snowing out. He’d been in such a panic as the Mimics had dragged him away from his father’s plant that he’d forgotten how they’d complained that the snow was hurting them. Snow. Snow was water. Could it be true? Were Mimics sensitive to water as well?

“Angie, does it rain on Titus?”

She looked at him and frowned. “Yes, I don’t think we could live without it.”

“So have you ever seen any Mimics, or people you thought were Mimics, out in the rain?”

Angie stopped. “I—I don’t know. It rained during the day when Astraea, Zephyr, and Darek came back to Titus. My parents wouldn’t go out, even though they’d promised to walk me to school and loved rain. That’s when I started to wonder if something was wrong. Then when Darek was talking to other students about the Mimics, I got scared and went with him to meet Astraea and Zephyr.”

“So your parents are missing? Do you have any brothers or sisters?”

Angie looked like she might cry again. “It’s just me and my parents. I need to find them.”

“We will,” Jake promised. He looked again at the empty planters and dry fountain and mused, “So, Mimics don’t like water.…”

“How can that be?” Nesso said. “The Mimicsss are mossstly water. They are nothing but a puddle after we’ve bitten them.”

“A puddle of what?” Jake asked the snake. “They appear to be gelatinous and filled with water, but it can’t be water. It’s too dangerous for us to touch.” They started walking again. “But if they can’t stand water, why would they live near a canal?”

“Maybe they don’t live in these houses?” Angie said.

“There’s only one way to find out, and I don’t want to do it,” Jake said. “Let’s just keep moving.”

Jake checked the sky every few minutes. The light was getting brighter, so the sun did move, but it was slow. He just hoped they had enough time to find somewhere to hide.

Feeling the pressure of time, he forced himself to jog again. But he could only sustain it for a short time before the effort became too great.

After a while, the canal swerved to the right. As they continued along it, Jake looked up and cried aloud, “Thank you!”

“What is it?” Angie said fearfully. “What are you seeing?”

He pointed. “Look, it’s a marina.”

Angie followed Jake’s finger. “I can’t see it. All I see are boats.”

Jake looked at her and laughed. “That’s what I mean. A marina is a place for boats. Maybe we can hide there. If Mimics don’t like water, we’ll be safe.”

For the first time since he’d met her, Angie’s face lit up. “Can we?”

He looked at her and grinned. “I’ll race you there!”

It wasn’t much of a race. After a few steps, Jake was too tired to continue. Angie slowed to allow him to catch up. She put the wounded snakes in her right hand and caught him by the arm. “I’ll help you.”

Jake didn’t fight her help. He knew that Titans were much stronger than humans. But it seemed their strength also included moving in different gravities.

“Jake, hurry,” Nesso hissed at his neck. “I can sssmell Mimicsss.”

Nesso’s warning put more speed in Jake’s walk. Soon they were approaching the marina. As they got nearer, he could see that most of the boats were in a terrible state of decay. Those with wooden hulls were not much more than rotting shells. But there were two moored further out in the water that had hulls made of something else. Not wood, not metal. He didn’t know if this world had plastic or fiberglass, but whatever it was, two boats still looked seaworthy.

“Over there,” Jake said. “If we can get to that one, we might be safe.”

“I can swim,” Angie said.

“So can I,” Jake said. “But Tryn warned me that if you’re on a world you don’t know, you have to be very careful. There might be people eaters in this water. Or the water itself could be poisonous.”

“So, what do we do?” Angie asked.

Jake frowned and looked at the rotting boats against the pier. “How are you at climbing?”

“All right. Why?”

Jake checked the sky again. It was definitely getting lighter, and if Nesso was right, the Mimics were starting to move. “Because I think if we climb over these two rotting boats, we might just reach that one further out. Follow me.”

Jake started first. He approached the edge of the water and looked at the rotted hull of the first boat. At any other time in his life, he would never have attempted this. But these were dangerous times and he had no choice. Stepping out onto the deck of the rotting boat, he pressed his foot down lightly. The wood creaked, but it held.

He looked back at Angie and gave her a reassuring grin. “We can do this.”

When he put his second foot on the board, the wreck listed to the side but stayed afloat. He started to move. Little by little, he inched around the rotted deck of the ship. When he reached the other side, the board he was on gave way.
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