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TO MY INCOMPETENT MINIONS: IF YOU HADN’T RUINED EVERYTHING, I WOULDN’T HAVE FOUND THE TIME TO WRITE THIS BOOK.

—SKELETOR




ETERNIA

The planet Eternia has a rich and varied history filled with great warriors and kings, devious lords and tyrants, powerful magicians and sorceresses, and fascinating creatures and monsters of all types. Home to some of the most advanced technology in the universe, Eternia has seen the rise and fall of many civilizations and kingdoms, but none has lasted as long as the house of the great King Grayskull. His heirs presided over centuries of peace and prosperity, until a menacing force arose within the palace walls.

With the kingdom of Eternos in danger, a new champion stepped forth, one who was noble and pure of heart and purpose. A brave warrior who could wield the Sword of Power, call upon the Power of Grayskull, and transform into He-Man, the most—

What is this drivel? I thought this was my book. Enough He-Man, already. Let’s move on.




CAST OF
CHARACTERS
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THE MASTERS OF THE UNIVERSE
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HE-MAN: When sixteen-year-old Adam wields the Sword of Power and calls upon the Power of Grayskull, he transforms into the most powerful man in the universe. Adam didn’t like the idea of keeping the Power of Grayskull to himself, so he shared it with his best friends, turning them into Masters of the Universe.

Again, not really sure why we’re starting with my nephew. Isn’t this my story?
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SORCERESS: The brave and resourceful teenage magician Teela, who first brought the Sword of Power to Adam, channels the Power of Grayskull to become the incomparable Sorceress. Flight, teleportation, and illusions are a few of her many and varied abilities.

She should have brought the sword to me! I’m still annoyed, even if I’ll take a staff over a sword any day.

[image: Images]

BATTLE CAT: The wise old tiger Cringer found six-year-old Adam—the lost prince believed to be dead—abandoned in the jungle. For ten years, Cringer raised Adam as one of his own cubs in the Tiger Tribe. Although Adam found his real father eventually, his ties to Cringer are strong, and he wouldn’t want to be He-Man without the fearsome Battle Cat at his side.

No corrections. Honestly, though, I’m a little jealous of the cat. I want one.
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MAN-AT-ARMS: Brilliant young inventor Duncan was once the trusted assistant of the villainous weapons master Kronis. Now he fights at He-Man’s side as the tech genius Man-at-Arms, using the Mace of Technology to generate force-field shields, launch drones, and fire missiles. Also known as the Power Mace, the tool comes in handy when smashing stuff, too. When Duncan uses his Master Strike, Speed Build, he can slow time to a near standstill and rapidly construct fantastic and complex weapons.

What a disappointment! He had potential. Then he started trying to do the right thing all the time. I blame Kronis. He has no idea how to groom a minion. On a side note, the kid bakes a great cake.
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RAM MA’AM: Brash, exuberant, and arrogant, Krass grew up with Adam in the Tiger Tribe—and those roots mean everything to her. When Adam charges her helmet with Grayskull power, she becomes Ram Ma’am, Master of Demolition. Rocket-enhanced armored boots allow her to race at impossible speeds. Her trusty helmet morphs into the Helm of Demolition—radiant, crystal-inlaid armor with boosters at the back. And you do not want to get in her way.

Really, you don’t—colliding with her does sting. I admire her fiery temper. Delightful dark side, too. Sadly, though, she chooses to stifle that side of her personality. What a waste!
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THE DARK MASTERS
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SKELETOR: Jealous of his brother’s reign, the rebellious Prince Keldor set out to steal the Power of Grayskull and take control of Eternos himself. The castle sensed his evil character and transformed Keldor into Skeletor, the Dark Master of Havoc. Skeletor’s staff channels the primordial power of Havoc, enhancing his strength. An expert at crafting devilishly strategic schemes, Skeletor is the one force who could defeat He-Man’s effort to protect Eternia.

That’s it? How about: very funny, with a penchant for timely one-liners. Handsome, debonair, courageous, immensely powerful. Oh, and uniquely brilliant. Let’s not leave that out.
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EVIL-LYN: The Dark Master of Witchcraft was once King Randor’s court magician, but she grew frustrated with his refusal to use his full power to rule—and soon swore her allegiance to Keldor, the king’s scheming brother. When Skeletor infuses her with Havoc, Evelyn turns into Evil-Lyn, gaining such complete control over the supernatural that she doesn’t even need to speak a spell. At this point in the story, however, Evelyn and Skeletor have had a little falling out, and the powerful magician is off pursuing a mission of her own.

It’s complicated. It’s always complicated between us.
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TRAP JAW: Once the man-at-arms to King Randor, the weapons master Kronis now serves Skeletor as Trap Jaw, Dark Master of Weaponry. By swallowing existing technology and weapons in his spinning maw, he can quickly create new and more devastating devices.

A serviceable minion. Occasionally rebellious, but generally a good team member.
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BEAST MAN: Now that he’s sworn his loyalty to Skeletor, the former poacher Rqazz has become the fearsome Beast Man, armed with a devastating whip known as the Lash of Beasts, heightened senses, nearly unmatched strength, and the ability to conjure dangerous spirit animals out of thin air. Also, he refers to himself in the third person, and wishes Skeletor would pet him more.

No. Absolutely not. Out of the question.



OTHER CHARACTERS

STRATOS: The ruler of Avion, one of the three main kingdoms on the planet, in addition to Eternos and the undersea world of Leviathae. Avion is a vast collection of technologically advanced floating cities in the clouds, and as its king, Stratos believes he should lead the Masters of the Universe, not He-Man. He’s a skilled flyer and capable warrior, but his vanity gets in his way. The only thing worse than messing with his people? Ruining one of his statues of himself.

He has statues of himself? I had no idea. #jealous

ELDRESS: The guardian of Castle Grayskull, known as Eldress to the Masters of the Universe. This incredibly powerful sorceress watched over the mystical fortress and its many secrets in the days before He-Man and the Masters of the Universe. Her responsibilities to the kingdom of Eternos extended beyond the walls of Grayskull. The guardian of Grayskull also has the right to choose—

ENOUGH! This is infuriating. This is my book, and I only get a paragraph? Meanwhile all these minor little players are showered with attention. I’m bored. There are other characters in this tale, but let’s not give them too much attention here. We need to focus on me, Skeletor.
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1.

I’m not evil. I’m misunderstood. Does it make you some kind of villain if you want everyone to do as you say all the time? No, I don’t think so. And it’s not like I’m selfish. At my last birthday party, I actually invited my subjects into the palace throne room. They desperately wanted to sing to me and shower me with gifts, and I graciously allowed them, even if the presents were underwhelming. Was Randor ever so welcoming? Doubt it.

Randor is my older brother. Short, stocky, bearded, loves robes with fur trim. You know him, I’m sure. Me? Well, I was born Prince Keldor of Eternos, the smartest and best-looking son of King Miro and Queen Mara, though I have gone through a few . . . changes since then. My eyes have adopted a menacing shade of red. My face has become bony, green, and beautiful, and my left hand, too. I’m at least a hundred times as strong as I used to be, with muscles that make the Masters of the Universe cower in fear, and I don’t even work out.

These days, Eternia knows me as Skeletor.

Did that line land well? I hope so. If not, I’d suggest reading the sentence again, pausing before pronouncing my name, then lowering your voice to a menacing, frightening growl. You can add a devilish laugh at the end, too, but that’s not essential. A terrifying, high-pitched cackle is a nice touch, though.

There. Did that work? Good. It’s important to get the delivery right. My name sends shivers down the spines of the greatest warriors in the universe, including that notorious muscle-head known as He-Man. Do they know of me on other planets? In other dimensions? Probably. And if not, they will soon.

I intend to rule the universe.

Although I’m not yet finished with my life’s work, I’ve already enjoyed many adventures on my path to cosmic magnificence. Enough to fill several books, really. You probably want to know about what I was like as a kid. Was I always this brilliant? Was I always funny? Did I play any sports? I’ll share a few details, a telling anecdote or two. Yet I’d be cheating you, reader, if I neglected to focus this story around the legendary Sigil of Hssss. Normally, I don’t mind cheating people. Especially children. I enjoy it, actually. But not as much as I like a good story.

This one begins with a quest.
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2.

Eternos sits high atop a hill, as any decent city should, and it’s surrounded by lush farmlands to the south and the desolate Badlands to the north. Small villages are clustered below. Hundreds of homes are carved into the hillside. Above it all rises the center of town. Here you’ll find an enormous semicircle of workshops and residences, some of which seem to hover above the city, and a towering palace topped by a giant golden griffin that gazes out at the lands beyond. This is where I grew up.

The griffin, a winged lion, is the symbol of our royal family. My great-grandfather commissioned the structure, so I suppose I should be proud. Family history and all. But his choice never really made sense to me. If you’re going to pay some Eternian artists to craft a sculpture, why not have them make one of you? My beautiful, golden head atop the palace would be so much better. Oh, well. Maybe one day.

I moved back into the palace recently, after an extended hiatus. It’s nice. The throne is a little overdone, though, and ruling really does keep you busy. It’s time-consuming, distracting work, so I concoct my evil plans at night.

One evening at dusk, I was wandering the quiet halls, working through a difficult question. I’d already talked to my Dark Masters about the Sigil of Hssss. The ruler of the vanquished Snake Men, King Hssss, had crafted the sigil from three magical fragments to give himself the power to defeat the legendary King Grayskull and rule Eternia forever. Not a bad scheme, right? If you’re going to devise an evil plan, think big.

Naturally, I wanted the sigil myself, but I just couldn’t find any clues to its whereabouts. That evening I stopped before a painting in the map room. I’ve always enjoyed this spot. Pictures of Eternia’s three kingdoms are depicted on the marble floor. There’s the nation of Eternos, of course—the surface of the planet and my rightful kingdom. The underwater world of Leviathae stretches across and beneath the seas, and hovering above us are the aerial cloud cities of Avion. When I was younger, I liked to study these other worlds. As an older, wiser ruler, though, I preferred to jump from one to the other, stomping on them. Sometimes I’d simply stare at the three kingdoms and think: Mine. All mine.

But let’s get back to that painting. The canvas depicts King Grayskull in all his armored glory. He stands above several writhing Snake Men, holding the Sigil of Hssss and wielding that annoying Sword of Power. In Grayskull’s time, the three separate kingdoms were unified under his rule. Each agreed to the alliance as long as Grayskull was their king. Hssss, the notorious leader of the Snake Men, wanted to rule Eternia himself, so he forged the sigil to make himself invincible. But Grayskull had a trick of his own up his armored sleeve—one the Eternian history books won’t tell you about.

The painting depicts his great victory, when he vanquished Hssss and broke the sigil into several fragments. After Grayskull died, the alliance faltered. Eternia split into the three kingdoms, and a fragile peace reigned for a thousand years.

I kinda broke that streak.

Whoops.

Anyway, that evening at dusk, as I stared at the painting, I thought about the provenance of the artwork and the strange history of the individual who’d given it to my father. I’d never really wondered why our former tutor proffered the gift. When you rule a kingdom, people are always giving you free stuff. Then it occurred to me that our tutor, an individual whose secrets had secrets, may have harbored some ulterior motive or hidden scheme. What if he’d hidden a clue in the scene? Out of instinct, or genius, I decided to wave my staff across the canvas. Hidden green lines suddenly glowed, revealing a true castle. Visible only to someone who could channel the primordial power of Havoc, this was not some overdesigned tower adorned with a golden griffin. No, this was a terrifying and frighteningly beautiful lair.

Snake Mountain.
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3.

The sun was setting over the city as I summoned Evil-Lyn. Trap Jaw was busy with another assignment, and my loyal henchman Beast Man was tracking a suspicious drone I’d caught listening to one of our conversations. So Evil-Lyn and I hurried into our rotons and rushed out of the palace immediately.

The sky was dark when we reached the Fright Zone—a desolate, rocky wasteland scattered with the bones of the fantastic monsters of Eternia’s past. Claw-like rocks stick up out of the ground, as if you might be grabbed and pulled below the surface at any moment. I love the place. Why no one vacations there, I’ll never understand.

The sky and clouds were tinted purple—my favorite color. The bright green glow from the vast, simmering lake of liquid Havoc was positively uplifting. I don’t mean to brag, but I did the landscaping work myself. Previously, the entire property was dry. The feel of the place was appropriately ominous, but it needed a little energy. Some pop, you know? Snake Mountain sits atop a once-dormant volcanic peak, but you won’t find standard magma churning in the chambers beneath the surface. Pure, liquid Havoc pools below the ground, and with my newfound powers, I forced this sleeping volcano to erupt. The former lair of the ruler of the Snake Men Empire is shaped, fittingly, like an enormous serpent. The stone body of the fearsome creature winds around a sort of castle carved into the volcanic peak. A menacing, fanged head stretches out, almost daring the distant kingdom of Eternos to attack. When I forced out the hidden Havoc, this enchanted slime flowed out through the gaping mouth of the serpent, filling the enormous toxic lake. Rivers of Havoc bend and swerve into the distance.

As Evil-Lyn and I approached, I savored the scene and breathed in deeply. Even the air felt diabolical. Yes, it was good to be back.

Our journey had given me a chance to concoct a villainous plan to take the sigil for myself. A frighteningly powerful hovercraft was under my control. I had a resourceful witch at my side. All in all, it was shaping up to be a wonderful evening.

Evil-Lyn and I were speeding up the main entrance to Snake Mountain when I spotted the Wind Raider, the technologically enhanced chariot of He-Man and his puny friends, parked on the ground in front of us. I’d been told the so-called Masters of the Universe had been decimated when my soldiers attacked Castle Grayskull. My minions had sworn the job was done. So why was their ship in my favorite parking spot?

“Evil-Lyn,” I said, “please tell me Kronis swiped the Wind Raider for us. If I find out that the Masters survived our onslaught . . .”

“I’m sorry, Lord Skeletor, but it appears they lived.”

Indeed, the little brats were standing in the mouth of the serpent, looking down at us. The nerve! My nephew Adam was there with that blasted sword at his back. The enormous tiger, Cringer, too. The girl with the ramstone in her helmet, Krass, was with them as well, and the boy genius, Duncan. A fifth figure, too. Not Teela, though, and not that master of chaos, the magical droid Ork-0. Had they picked up an extra Master? That would be totally unfair. And typical. Cheaters.

“They don’t look vanquished,” I noted to Evil-Lyn. “They look alive and well. And they’re standing in my throne room.”

“I’m just as shocked as you are, Lord Skeletor,” Evil-Lyn replied. “At least now we have the chance to finish the job ourselves!”

Terrified by the sight of me, and too cowardly to face Skeletor in their normal forms, Adam and his friends did their power-up show. Golden lightning flashed in the sky as they shouted their magic words: “BY THE POWER OF GRAYSKULL . . . WE HAVE THE POWER!”

My spindly nephew turned into He-Man.

Helmet girl morphed into the human wrecking ball, Ram Ma’am.

The young inventor Duncan transformed into Man-at-Arms.

Cringer the cowardly tiger tripled in size and ferocity. Snake Mountain itself seemed to shake as Battle Cat roared.

Where was Teela? I wondered. Too terrified to face me, I’m sure.

The other Masters posed. They flexed. I swear I heard music. Why don’t I have a theme song? Never mind—I rolled my red eyes and prepared for a fight.

Then one of them streaked out through the mouth of the snake, swooped down, and started racing right for us. At first I thought it was my nephew and that he’d added the power of flight to his skillset.

“Oh, so He-Man can fly now? I can’t even with this kid.”

“That isn’t He-Man,” Evil-Lyn said. “It’s—”

The soaring stranger announced himself. “Stratos! Winged Warrior! King of Avion!”

Stratos, eh? Not a bad name. This mysterious newcomer was quite full of himself, though. And he was annoying me. I fired a blast of Havoc at the chatty bird man. Stratos crashed to the stony ground and tumbled past us.

Evil-Lyn rudely chastised me. “Lord Skeletor! Eternos cannot afford a war with the Avion Armada!”

But it was funny! My attack was perfectly timed, too, as He-Man and Ram Ma’am were already on their way. The overgrown child leaped down from the mouth of the snake. The girl was accelerating toward us like some kind of miniature comet. Evil-Lyn was desperate to protect me, but I refused her help. “Hurry inside!” I urged her. “I suspect the sigil is hidden beneath the throne. Grab it before these fools do and sneak out through one of the tunnels if you must.”

“But Skeletor, what about you? Will you be okay?”

“Evil-Lyn, my dear, it’s He-Man who needs to worry!”

An instant later, the brute crashed down onto Evil-Lyn’s roton.

But the clever witch was too quick for my nephew. Casting a spell, Evil-Lyn launched herself up out of the vehicle as He-Man struck. She soared straight up and through the mouth of the stone serpent, right into Snake Mountain’s throne room.

“Too late, nephew!” I shouted. “She’s gone!”

He-Man hoisted the roton over his head. Show off.

The dolt hadn’t considered that he was lifting a hovercraft. And that he was underneath it. The roton lifted him off the ground and away from the fight. He’d be back, though, and I’d need to ensure he didn’t interfere. As Evil-Lyn was busy carrying out my orders and searching for the sigil, I noticed Ram Ma’am speeding straight for me. As the blur of energy approached, I could’ve knocked her away easily with a little blast from my Havoc staff, but I let her strike me. The kid needed a confidence boost.1 We battled briefly, and I took the opportunity to plant a little seed of doubt in her mind about whether she was really on the right side of the fight. Then my nephew subjected me to another one of his temper tantrums. He charged up behind me and threw one of the world’s most powerful sucker punches.

Did it hurt?

No, not really.

If you were to ask He-Man, he’d insist that he hit me so hard that he actually knocked me out. But that’s not how it happened at all. You see, I’d been up late the night before, plotting and scheming, and I’d barely slept. Driving the roton from Eternos was exhausting, too. Hovercrafts don’t steer themselves. And my battle with Ram Ma’am wasn’t easy. So, I decided to take a brief, restorative nap. There was still a magical object to find, and I needed my beauty rest.

Then the brute walloped me!

When I woke up, I was hurtling through the night air.

Thankfully, I landed right near the fallen bird man.

He was still groggy, and I still had my staff.

I looked across the desolate landscape at my nephew.

He-Man was reaching down to help Ram Ma’am to her feet.

Snake Mountain loomed behind them. I saw that Evil-Lyn had crawled out of one of the tunnels beneath the lair with what turned out to be a piece of the Sigil of Hssss. Victory was nearly mine. But then that maddening Battle Cat pounced on her, pinning the witch to the stony ground with his Kirbinite-enhanced claws.

Man-at-Arms rushed in and swiped the piece out of her hands.

Never fear; I’d already crafted another brilliant idea.

Watching He-Man try to help Ram Ma’am, I realized that his weakness was his heart. For all the punching and sword swinging, he didn’t like seeing any of his friends get hurt. He even cared about innocent bystanders, too. In short, he was too nice. So, as he stood between me and that critical piece of the sigil, I grabbed Stratos and pressed my Havoc staff across his chest. “Might I suggest a trade?” I asked He-Man. “Give me the piece and I’ll release your featherless friend.”

“Hey, man, that’s low,” Stratos replied.

Oh, so he had feelings, too? What was with this crew?

He-Man refused my offer. “Hand over King Stratos and the staff, and we might let you walk back to Snake Mountain on your own.”

A bold retort from my nephew. But I wasn’t scared of that sword-bearing simpleton. Tightening my grip on my Havoc staff, I prepared to blast the fool.

Suddenly, a flash of purple light engulfed me, and I vanished from the scene. An instant later, I reappeared in my throne room.

My supposedly loyal minion had teleported us back to the palace!

And we were horribly empty-handed.

“Evil-Lyn, what did you do?”

“Skeletor, please, you have to understand,” she pleaded. “I was trying to help.”

“The sigil piece was right there in front of me! Now I’m here, and it’s there. How is that helping?”

“If you hurt King Stratos, we’d risk war with Avion,” she replied. “Now that you rule all of Eternos, we need to start thinking differently, my Lord. We need to be more strategic.”

She lowered her voice at the end, as if this were some sort of revelation. Did she not think I understood strategy? Evil-Lyn was brilliant. Her devious plans were second only to my own. But she was wrong to underestimate me.

I wasn’t merely educated in these matters.

I was literally raised to rule.

1 Normally I avoid giving my rivals confidence. Humiliation is always a better option. I sensed there was more to this Ram Ma’am, though—maybe even a glimmer of evil in her little eyes. And I learned later that I was right. As usual. But that’s another story for another time.
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4.

Our royal childhood was not all cookies and cakes.2 Randor and I began school at the age of five, and our studies were intense. Randor is a year older, but once I learned to read, I caught up to him quickly. We spent hours each day studying history and philosophy, science and mathematics, magic, engineering, and culture. We were schooled in the fine arts of combat and swordplay, too. We even had to learn how to dance properly and play at least one instrument—I was quite a prodigy with the flute. Randor could hardly make it through music or magic. He’d fidget the entire time, knowing we’d be exercising soon. The instructors and I always found it intolerable. He was just so eager to run, jump, fight, and move.

I was different. Each morning, I’d wake long before sunrise. The darkness suited me, and the castle was quiet at that hour. Everyone else was lazy. I’d select my clothes from the dozens of outfits in my closet, each with at least a splash of purple. Then I’d style my hair and wash and moisturize my face. (An annoyingly time-consuming regimen in retrospect. A skinless skull is far more efficient.) Once I’d upgraded myself from very to supremely handsome, I’d hurry to the Royal Library and devour whatever book suited me that morning.

The library was a single narrow, high-ceilinged room. Wide windows allowed in any remaining moonlight. Glowlights were arranged throughout as well, and there were a few levitating sleds to help the curious mind get to the hard-to-reach volumes on the upper shelves. I was not only a more dedicated reader than Randor, but I was faster, too, and could easily breeze through a three-hundred-page tome in a few hours. To me, the library was both an opportunity and a challenge. Eternia was—and remains—a planet of many mysteries, and each of the thousands of volumes offered wisdom, perhaps even a precious secret or two. All I had to do was try to read them all. And so that’s what I did. Page by precious page, my wisdom blossomed.3

The next person to wake was usually our chief butler, who’d bring me something warm to drink in the library. One memorable morning when I was twelve, I recall him delivering a cup of steaming hot chocolate.

The butler hovered. “What is it?” I asked.

“Well, my prince, your brother . . .”

Frustrated, I closed my book. “Is he really still sleeping?”

“Like a rock, my prince, and you’re both expected at the royal table for breakfast.”

“Have you even tried to wake him?”

“Yes, I tried, but I didn’t want to—”

“I’ll do it.”

The book I’d been studying that morning, a survey of the different intelligent species on Eternia and their cultural distinctions, was slightly dry anyway—I’d just finished a chapter on the Tiger Tribe. Plus, I was twelve, and the opportunity to prank my lazy older brother was more than welcome. After a quick drink of hot chocolate, which was the perfect temperature, I set the book back in its proper place on the shelf, jotted down a few notes on what I’d learned, and hastened down the hall. Along the way I grabbed a glass of chilled water. Two guards stood at the stairs leading up to my parents’ tower room.

Randor and I slept in a different level of the palace. My brother always wondered why. If he’d thought hard enough, he’d understand. If anyone ever launched an attack on the castle and managed to penetrate the many, many layers of security surrounding the palace, we’d need to ensure that at least some members of the royal family survived. So, mom and dad were on one side of the palace, on one floor, and Randy and I slept elsewhere. As I said, life in the palace wasn’t all cookies and cakes. Ominous clouds always loomed on the horizon.

Our rooms were identical and adjacent.4 Each space included a large bed and a comfortable reading chair. The walls were lined with bookshelves on one side and paintings of historical events on the other. The views from our chambers were magnificent. We each had large doors leading out to a shared stone balcony that overlooked the surrounding kingdom to the south. The railings were embedded with advanced technology, too. In the event of war, they’d emit force fields that could protect us against attacks. Lucky for me, this system was designed to protect us from outsiders. Not from one another.

Guessing that my lazy brother might hear me if I opted for the standard entry, I crept out to our shared balcony and carefully opened his door. When I stepped inside, the morning light revealed a complete disaster. Clothes were strewn all over his reading chair. A training droid was in pieces on the floor. I vaguely recalled some noise the night before, when I was already half asleep. Randy had trouble falling asleep, and at times he’d try to tire himself by fighting one of these helpless robots. My brother had no regard for how much work went into building one of those machines.

He was breathing like a bear.

I tested the temperature of the water in my glass.

The slight chill was perfect.

Quietly, I leaned forward, smiled at my devious brilliance, and tossed the water high into the air. Randor rolled. He was already fully dressed. In a flash, he was off the bed, crouched on the floor, grabbing his own bedside glass. I was too shocked to react. He thrust the glass forward. The water flew through the air as if spat from the trunk of a mammaphant. I was completely doused. My perfectly styled hair was ruined. My carefully chosen purple shirt was soaked. And my ego had been popped like a balloon. Bitterly, I opened my eyes.

Randor’s smile was positively gleeful. “Got you!”

Defeat. I despised defeat. Still do.

In the doorway, our butler stood with a fist to his mouth, trying to stifle a laugh. I glared at the traitor. “Did you trick me?”

He winced. “I’m terribly sorry, sir, the prince asked me . . .”

I stomped my foot. “I am the prince, too!”

“Right, yes, but he asked me first, sir.”

“And I’m older,” Randor added. Then he reached out with one of his thick, meaty paws and slapped me on the shoulder. “Don’t be a sore loser, brother. You can’t outwit me.”

“Not every time, anyway.”

“Not ever.”

The door swung open, and our butler jumped out of the way. He straightened instantly and pressed himself back against the wall as a towering figure stepped into the frame. “Good morning, Father,” I said, wiping the last of the water from my face.

Our dad, King Miro, was a head taller than Randor and me. His beard was long and thick, and his blue eyes gleamed sharply under his heavy brow. He stood with his arms crossed on his chest and frowned. First at Randor, then at me. He closed his eyes and shook his head before grimacing again at the two of us. His manner suggested that he was disappointed in his sons, but the trace of a smile at the corner of his lips, partially hidden beneath his thick beard, hinted otherwise. “Change your clothes, Keldor,” he intoned. “It’s time for breakfast, boys, and we’re meeting your new tutor today.”

2 This is a flashback to my childhood. You understand that, right? I hope so.

3 My fans might protest and note that I’ve betrayed a disdain for books in my later years. That’s only because I’ve devoured all the good ones. Nowadays, I know everything.

4 Do you seriously not know what adjacent means? What does your tutor teach you? I’m not even going to tell you. Look it up.
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The royal table was long enough to seat three dozen people. My parents and I sat at one end, while Randor took a seat closer to the middle. He liked space when he feasted, and for him, every meal was a grand, celebratory event, a party thrown in honor of his appetite. He leaned forward like some kind of ravenous animal, with his elbows splayed out to either side. While I chose hot cereal with fresh fruit, Randor preferred meat for breakfast. At every meal, really. On that morning, I recall him devouring an entire roasted fowlblart5 by himself. He gnawed at the crisp skin, picked every last sinew of meat from between the bones. Napkins weren’t enough to keep my brother presentable at a meal. The servants had to bring damp towels.

The conversation at breakfast was always frustrating, as my parents were often interrupted. As a ruler, my father was unique in that he always sought the opinion of my mother on all matters of importance. Trained as an astronomer, she knew everything there was to know about the stars in the night sky. Her intelligence was not confined to science, either. In matters of state, she was as sharp as one of the knives Randor neglected to use on his fowlblart. My devious nature is all my own, but I owe a measure of my strategic brilliance to my mother.

As I was finishing my berries—and doing my best to ignore the gnawing and slobbering from down the table—the double doors across from the windows swung open. A line of a dozen subjects and advisors formed. One of my father’s generals approached the table with his daily report.

“What news do you bring, General Dekker?” King Miro asked.

“How is the kingdom?” my mother added.

“Peaceful, my queen. No trouble with Avion. No word of activity in Leviathae, either, but we continue to experience mild difficulties on the water. That’s what I was hoping to talk to you about.”

“Pirates again?” my father asked.

“Yes, sir. A few encounters on the Harmony Seas. They’ve focused on one of our primary shipping routes from the Mystic Mountains.”

“What are they after? Jewels? Gold?”

“Grains, actually.”

“Why do they want grains?” Randor asked.

Briefly I wondered if they intended to disrupt my supply of cereal. That would have been annoying.

“They take the ships, then sell the grains in different port towns. But don’t worry, sir. We will find a way to stop them. My staff and I are discussing possible plans today.”

King Miro turned to Randy and me. “My sons? What would you suggest?”

My brother held up his perfectly clean, unused fork. He ran his tongue across his teeth, clearing any scraps. “Move on their favorite ports and sink their boats,” Randor replied. “If they don’t have ships, they can’t attack our shipping lanes.”

“That is one possibility—”

The general stopped himself as my mother held up her hand. “Keldor?” she asked. “What would you propose?”

All eyes turned to me. Before I go on, allow me a few words about the unusual nature of my so-called childhood. In Eternos, the firstborn of the king and queen isn’t automatically the next in line for the throne. Randor’s ascension was not assumed. The rulers have the right to choose their successor based on which one of their children they think will be best suited for the role. There’s an odd little wrinkle in the code that allows the Sorceress of Castle Grayskull to interfere, too, but we weren’t worried about that. As far as Randor and I knew, the king and queen, with the help of their advisors, would select the next king. So, we were always being judged, examined, studied. Everything was a test. Our life was one long audition for the greatest lead role of all. No pressure, though.

Our parents hadn’t yet made the big decision, and they’d informed us on many occasions that they weren’t going to do so until we were adults. That eased the tension, but only a little. We were still on stage at all times. And I didn’t mind in the least. I liked the spotlight. I wanted to be tested. So, at breakfast that morning, I basked in the glow of their attention. I laid my spoon down beside a bread knife, ensuring that the two were parallel. Then I tented my fingers below my chin.

A roll flew across the table.

Without looking, I lifted my right hand and caught it.

Randor was so predictable.

I ignored the offense, breathed in through my nose, and sat straight in my chair. Just as I was about to offer my own strategy, however, I spied an unfamiliar Gar taking his place at the back of the short line of subjects waiting to see my parents. These blue-skinned people trace their ancestry back to the island of Anwat Gar. I’d read about the spot in a book on ancient legends and treasures. This particular Gar was clearly older than my parents, but not quite an elder. His thinning hair was matted back on his head. There was an unattractive, greasy sheen to his skin, and his eyebrows were disproportionately thick and unruly. He had the posture of a sand slug. The pallor of his skin was sickly, and although that morning was unseasonably warm, he wore a thick scarf around his neck. The rest of us were practically sweating in the heat. He caught me studying him. I looked away.

“Keldor?” my father prompted me. “You were going to say something?”

Right—my chance. I turned my focus back to the question at hand. “A direct attack on their ships might work in the short term,” I said, “but in the long run, I fear we’d only anger our enemies, even embolden them.”

“The pirates are not our enemies, Keldor,” Queen Mara replied. “They’re citizens of Eternos. Disruptive ones, but still citizens.”

“Yes, I understand that, Mother,” I replied. “Absolutely. But we can’t exactly call them friends, can we?”

My mother nodded, conceding the point. “Go on,” she said.

“You said they’re selling these grains?” I asked.

The general shrugged. “At a discount, yes.”

“To whom?” I asked.

“Who,” Randor said, incorrectly correcting me. I ignored him. The grammar lesson could wait.

The general consulted one of his own advisors. A young female strategist hurried to his side and whispered the answer. “The people,” the general answered. “They’re selling the grains at a discounted price to the citizens of Eternos.”

This was to be expected. Pirates sought riches, not wheat. “So, in attacking these oceangoing thieves, we’d not only anger the pirates, we’d anger all the Eternians who are benefiting from cheap grains.” My mother could not hide her smile. I glanced at the Gar. He offered me a supportive nod. “We control most of the supply, correct?”

This time the young woman answered. “That’s right.”

“Then let’s give it away.”

“For free?” my father pressed.

“That’s absurd,” Randor protested.

“The people would be happy,” my mother noted.

“We’d call it a gift from the king and queen. Yes, we’d lose money, but only briefly. We can raise the prices again gradually over time. We can afford that, right?”

My mother waved her hand at a few of the golden statues spread around the dining room. “I think so. Yes.”

“We’d put the pirates out of business and we’d make the people love us,” I added.

My parents looked at each other approvingly. The general stood silently, waiting for their word. Then my father eyed the Gar at the back of the line. The stranger bowed his head respectfully and returned a slight smile. King Miro brought his hand down on the table as if he were ready to give the final word on the matter. “Keldor—”

Suddenly the window behind Randor shattered. A small ball of flame burst into the room. Shards of multi-colored glass sprayed across the table and onto my brother’s back. The flaming ball, which was not much larger than my fist, bounced off a platter beside Randor and rolled onto the floor. A member of the Royal Guard activated her holo-shield, leaped forward, and bravely smothered the incendiary. The shield itself was transparent, and from my seat I could see the flame grow, then explode. The guard had pressed her shoulder into the shield, and when the fire erupted, the force of the explosion threw the brave woman and her holo-shield halfway across the room, and opened a hole in the floor wide enough for a bronzaurs6 to squeeze through.

Chaos erupted around us. Guards shouted orders. A half dozen attendants shielded my parents. Randor was furious. He was wielding a butter knife as if it were a broadsword.

“Find the rebel who’s responsible!” General Dekker shouted.

I wiped the corners of my mouth with my napkin, pushed back from the table, and peered down through the newly opened hole in the floor at two cooks in the kitchen below. Then I looked to my brother.

His powerful jaw tightened.

Neither of us needed to say a word.

We raced from the room before anyone could stop us.

5 A delicious one-legged Eternian bird that tastes best when grilled.

6 You haven’t heard of them, either? Wow. They’re very large, very hairy, and ultimately harmless, unless you let one of them sit on your couch. They shed.
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My brother and I did not tolerate anyone threatening our parents. The soldiers and guards would do their best to find the criminal. They might even succeed. But we could not leave that to chance.

Two attendants in the hall tried to stop us.

Randor plowed through them like an angry bull.

We split as we reached our rooms. I grabbed my sky scooter and a short sword, then hurried out to the balcony. Randor emerged at the same time, scabbard slung over his shoulder.

He stopped at the railing, gripping the handlebar of his scooter.

The miniature vehicles were what you might call a school project. As I mentioned earlier, our studies were rigorous and varied. History entertained me moderately. Randor despised magic and mathematics. I slept through morals and ethics. Still, I was a more focused student all around, and I was especially fascinated by engineering. With some prodding, I’d convinced my brother to work on the scooters together, with very little help from our instructor. None, actually. I was that talented.

The scooters were identical. Each one had a wide handlebar attached to a wide rectangular base for your feet. A repulsor ray up front acted as a brake, but the true genius of the vehicles was the engine. We’d adapted—well, mostly me—the cumbersome7 anti-gravity engines used in the royal Sky Sleds so they’d fit in our scooters, right below the base. The trick was that the engines didn’t really work in free space. You couldn’t just fly. The scooters needed something to push against, which meant you needed to be close to the ground or some other surface.

The sheer walls outside our rooms did just fine.

Randor leaped up onto the stone railing, balanced his scooter, and jumped.

Small trees lined the balconies. I steadied myself by grabbing a limb, then followed my brother. Our rooms were five stories from the street.

We sped down the side of the palace in a free fall.

The warm wind rushed past my face.

Down on the second floor, our philosophy teacher was out on her balcony. She sipped carefully from a cup, then placed it gently down on the railing. As Randor careened past, he saluted our long-haired instructor. “Good morning!”

Our teacher was so startled you would’ve thought she’d found a wolfbat in her closet. She threw up her spindly hands, knocking her cup over the railing.

Randor zipped down the last few meters, slowed his scooter with the repulsor ray on the front, then pulled himself back up to a vertical position. He bounced above the street for a moment before settling into place about a forearm’s length off the ground.

“Beat you, brother.”

“You got a head start.”

Randor shrugged. “Still beat you.” He eyed the crowd. “Why would anyone set off an explosion in the palace?”

“That’s what rebels do, Randor.”

“What are they rebelling against?” he asked. He waved at the scene. “Eternos is a noble kingdom! Our parents are fair rulers.”

I slapped my brother on the back, urging him forward. “Someone’s always unhappy, Randy. Now, let’s go find this rebel.”

The pedestrian walkway was packed with Eternians.

The palace towered above us. But where was our attacker?

The crowds parted, making way for us.

We were kind of a big deal, after all.

I’d given my own scooter a little more power than the one my brother rode. I accelerated and pulled alongside him. His brow was dramatically furrowed. Even at thirteen, he’d mastered that important, regal look.

Ahead of us, someone was shouting.

I steered my scooter between two portly men engaged in a deep discussion. A young woman pulled a cart piled high with vegetables and enormous potatoes. There was a fruit stand to her right. Several people were leaning over, inspecting the selections—no room that way. To her left, there was a narrow space between her cart and the high railing that protected pedestrians from falling the hundreds of meters to the ground below.

As Randor followed—I could hear my brother’s bear-like breathing—I disabled the repulsor brake, pulled back on the handlebars, and steered the scooter up over the cart. My muscular older brother was too heavy to clear the obstacle cleanly. He knocked over several of the oversized potatoes, then shouted back to the young farmer. “I’ll reimburse you for those later!”

And he would, which was annoying. He didn’t have to, of course. We were royalty. But that was the thing about Randy—he kept his word.

The crowds thinned, and I spotted the source of the shouts. A solidly built blacksmith was protesting to anyone who’d listen. “She grabbed my tools! That thief grabbed my tools!”

The walkway curved to the left ahead. Royal Guards were already making their way toward us. Slowing the scooter, I turned and glanced back the way we’d come. More guards were approaching from that direction. They’d been sweeping the grounds and walkway, searching for the rebel who’d ruined our breakfast. This meant the person had slipped away through another route or . . . the rebel had been right here. I sped to the angry blacksmith. He wore a battered leather apron, and his hands were thick, puffy, and horribly scarred. He turned quiet when he saw me. People often froze in front of us. We were princes, after all, and fantastically good looking. Or I was, at least. “What thief?” I asked.

The blacksmith stammered.

Randor was beside me now. “I apologize, sir,” he said. “My brother can be a little direct. This person who snatched your tools—where did they go?”

The blacksmith’s eyes bulged, as if someone had thrown a bucket of cold, icy water in his face. “The thief? She came racing over here—”

“From where?” I asked.

“That way?” Randor asked, pointing back toward our bedrooms. Then he motioned straight ahead to the street below the palace dining room. “Or that way?”

Without hesitation the blacksmith pointed in the latter direction. Randor and I exchanged a brief, knowing stare. The thief and the rebel had to be one and the same. My brother leaned forward. He lowered his voice. “Where did she go?”

The blacksmith wiped one of his swollen hands across his sweating brow. He pointed to a rusted door in the wall behind him. The handle was mangled. “She grabbed one of my hammers and busted it open,” he explained. “And it was my third-favorite hammer!”

Solemnly, Randor leaned forward and placed a hand on the blacksmith’s sweat-soaked shoulder. “We will retrieve and return your third-favorite hammer, my friend, and the Royal Family will be forever grateful for your help.”

The craftsman wondered aloud about a reward, but we were already hurrying ahead. I dashed through the door first.

My brother followed, and we found ourselves in some kind of emergency stairwell. In his eagerness, Randor nearly knocked me down several flights. I gripped a railing, steadying myself. “Careful!” I whispered.

The stairwell was quiet and dark. This was no place to be traveled by royals. The rusted metal stairs spiraled downward at a steep angle. The stairs themselves weren’t even deep enough for a full step. Although there was a railing wrapping down on the right side, I could see that it would be easy indeed to trip and fall.

We listened—the faint but distinct sound of footsteps.

The rebel wasn’t far below us. Elbowing past me, Randor prepared to race down on his scooter. In my later years, I might have let him go, as it would have been terribly funny to watch him tumble down the equivalent of twenty flights. But at that point I was still clouded by innocence, faith, and the most reprehensible of emotions, love. I grabbed the back of my brother’s arm. “Stop,” I ordered. “The engine needs something solid and flat to push against. The metal grates on these stair treads won’t work. You’ll fall down the whole way.”

My brother nodded, then looked down at his arm, where I continued gripping him. He pulled himself free. “Sometimes I forget, Keldor,” he whispered.

“You forget what?”

He rubbed his arm. “That you’re stronger than you look.”

7 Heavy, large, difficult to carry. Yes, I could have used one of those first two words, but then I wouldn’t have enjoyed the pleasure of showing off my prodigious vocabulary and reminding you of my superior intelligence.
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After I’d warned him, Randor stashed his scooter and dashed down the steps. Naturally, we were both in prime physical condition. In addition to our extensive studies, we spent hours each day working through different exercises. We rotated between gymnastics, running, rock-climbing, swimming, and, of course, combat. Under the instruction of various tutors, we practiced battling each other with wooden swords and staffs, battering each other with gloved fists and padded feet. The fights were nearly even matches. Randor was older and stronger, but I was faster. He didn’t win nearly as much as he would have liked. My brother was also particularly fond of running stairs as a form of exercise, so this was easy for him. I followed a few paces behind, careful to keep one hand loosely gripping the railing.

Oh, but he was loud! If the rebel hadn’t heard us earlier, she knew we were chasing her now.

Next, we heard voices—those dim-witted soldiers were following us.

“Randor, wait!” one of them yelled.

“Keldor, it’s too dangerous!” another cried.

We both knew the guards would make us to return to the safety of the palace. But as long as someone could toss an incendiary device onto our dining table, the palace was not really safe. Or not until we’d caught this rebel.

A sort of rattling and scraping sound wafted up to my sensitive ears.8

“She’s trying to get out!” my brother declared.

Yes, I knew that.

Metal creaked, then popped.

The golden yellow glow of daylight shined into the space below.

A door was slammed shut.

The stairwell was again suffused9 in darkness.

“Hurry,” Randor urged. “She’s getting away!”

He hardly needed to tell me that. The rebel was only a few stories below us when she’d slipped out. The door likely led into the clustered villages below the city—an inscrutable maze of crowded alleyways and narrow streets. If we didn’t catch her soon, she’d disappear.

My brother doubled his pace, taking the narrow steps three and four at a time. He was breathless when I caught up with him at the bottom of the stairs. He kicked open the door, and we burst out onto a rutted dirt road surrounding the edge of the village. An old woman was grilling meat sticks over an open fire to our right. A small family passed in front of us. A bearded man pulled a small cart piled with finely carved wooden bowls. The village was not quite as crowded as the courtyard and walkways below the palace, but the rebel easily could have disappeared down here. Yet she hadn’t managed to travel very far at all.

I elbowed my brother and pointed to our left.

The rebel stood with her back against the wall and her hands held high. She didn’t move. She didn’t dare. On the other side of the dirt road, a blue-skinned man sat atop a very large and unusual armored horse. The beast’s bridle had some kind of built-in weapons system. Small twin canons on either flank aimed in the direction of the rebel, and as we moved closer, I noticed a red dot glowing brightly on her chest. The horse even had some kind of laser-sighting system, apparently.

While I was impressed with the armored equine, I was initially more interested in its rider—the unfamiliar Gar from the dining room was handling the beast’s reins. He’d captured the rebel himself, and now he looked down on us and nodded. “Good morning, princes,” he said. “Are you enjoying your first lesson?”

“Lesson?” Randor replied. “What lesson?”

“I’m Adi,” the Gar replied. “Your new tutor.”

Needless to say, I liked him immediately.

8 I do miss ears, even though my hearing remains acute.

9 Do you honestly not know what this means? What are they teaching in Eternian schools these days? Find a dictionary, reader.
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After the rebel had been turned over to the guards, and Randor had retrieved the blacksmith’s hammer, we walked back to the palace through the streets. Adi’s horse followed close behind. I pestered him with questions about the strange beast, wondering aloud if it was a Stridor, one of the ancient robotic warhorses Grayskull deployed in his battle against the Snake Men. Adi dismissed my queries, insisting that we discuss the horse another time. “Let’s focus on our lesson,” he said. “What did you learn?”

“That I want a horse like yours,” I quipped.

Randor laughed. Adi did not.

“Well,” Randor replied, “you beat us to the rebel—”

“Why was that?” Adi pressed.

My brother pointed his thumb at the mechanical beast behind us. “You had a robot horse,” Randor noted.

“No. Wrong answer. Keldor?”

I paused. Our new tutor was growing impatient. He deserved a real answer. And I believed I had one. “You thought ahead.”

Adi stopped. “What do you mean by that, Keldor?”

“Well, we rushed after the rebel—”

“Courageously,” Randor added.

“Or rashly,” I said. “Maybe if we’d stopped for a second to think, we would’ve caught up with her sooner.”

“Precisely! Your actions were courageous, Randor, but it’s more important to be smart than bold, boys. If you’d taken a moment to predict her escape route, you would’ve guessed that she’d come this way.”

“As you did,” I noted.

“Exactly,” Adi replied. “This is the quickest route away from the palace. You could’ve borrowed a Sky Sled and beaten me here. The lesson? Don’t chase your enemy like some mindless beast. Outthink your enemies. Trap them.”

Our tutor whistled, summoning the horse to his side, climbed into its saddle and galloped up the hill, leaving his two students to walk the rest of the way in silence. What an exciting first class! Inspired, I dedicated myself to our studies with Adi. The next six months were unusually intense. Officially, Adi was our instructor in history and military strategy, which explained our first lesson, but he hardly limited himself to his assigned subjects. He expanded our knowledge of Eternia beyond the standard stories of war and peace and politics, the rise and fall of civilizations. He delved into the science of the planet, the links between technology and magic, and the origins of the universe, including Eternia’s position as the first planet in all of creation.

As a teacher, Adi didn’t give us mere pages to read. He sometimes demanded we plow through two or three books in a single evening. There was no skimming these texts, either. He’d interrogate us the next day about the information, stories, and arguments contained in each volume. My brother’s lack of interest in our studies infuriated Adi. I remember one particular morning, a few months after his arrival, when Adi forced Randy to admit that he had not, in fact, completed the assigned reading the night before. He practically dragged us upstairs to my father’s private study. The door was locked. He knocked, but no one answered. He sucked a breath of air in through his teeth, hissing in frustration. “Why is every room in this palace always locked?”

“It’s the king’s private study,” I noted. “It should be locked.”

My brother and I carried electronic cards that granted us access to most of the palace. I’m not sure what inspired Randor—guilt, maybe?—but he tried his on the lock. The door to our father’s study slid open.

“Good,” Adi said. “Thank you, Randor. This will only take a minute.”

Our tutor walked around my father’s wide, uncluttered desk, then found what he was looking for on a shelf. “Ah, here it is,” he intoned.

He held out an unfamiliar scroll. Thick yellow paper was wrapped around two wooden cylinders. It didn’t look like an item of much importance; to me it resembled a pair of rolling pins. Carefully, Adi unrolled the thick piece of paper and laid it down on the desk.

“It’s all names,” Randor noted.

Not just any names. I marveled at the list. “Those are the kings and queens of Eternos!”

The handwriting differed from one line to the next. The color of the ink changed, the size of the letters, too, and some of the first names were faded.

“Now look to the bottom,” Adi instructed us.

He didn’t need to say any more. We spotted the name of our father and mother and, below that, a blank space.

“That’s not our father’s handwriting,” I observed.

“No, it’s not,” Adi replied. “As you know, the current ruler chooses their successor.”

“Or the Sorceress of Grayskull can pick, too,” Randor added.

“Never mind that insipid magician,” Adi snapped. “Focus on your ancestors here, boys. Your grandfather wrote Miro’s name, and the name of your mother, when he chose them to be king and queen. For your grandfather, the choice was easy. He had only one son. Your father has a more difficult task. He has two boys, but he can only write one name in that space.”

The room became absolutely quiet. Neither Randor nor I made a sound. We knew our father would have to choose between us one day. We’d known for years. But seeing the blank space on that storied scroll, and knowing that he’d only write one name, made it all the more real. With great care, Adi rolled up the scroll, then placed it back on the shelf and turned to us. “The next time you want to skip your studies, Randor,” he said, “remember that a single choice will determine your future.”

This lecture inspired my brother, and Adi pushed us even harder than before. Our tutor rarely finished on time. Often we’d be late for our other classes, frustrating our instructors. Yet Adi ignored their complaints. “They’re navits!”10 he said to us once. “There’s no need for you to listen to them.”

There were other odd qualities to the man. He made strange noises. He was always cold and preferred holding class in the sunlight. And he didn’t entirely respect our customs. While our other tutors called us “my prince,” Adi rejected such formalities. “You’re not my prince,” he told me once. “You’re a prince.”

Normally, we’d meet with Adi shortly before midday, when the sun was highest in the sky. He’d lecture for hours about the great kings and queens of Eternos. One of his main themes was that a truly effective ruler couldn’t merely listen to the advice of his counsel and experts in matters of politics, science, and more. A true ruler had to be as wise as those experts. The knowledge had to be internalized. So, study was essential.

As time passed, Randor’s dedication gradually faded, but I worked diligently. Sleep was no longer important; my brain was too busy with excitement, too hungry for knowledge. Don’t get me wrong; this wasn’t just for Adi’s classes. He awoke something in me—an internal drive. I studied all my subjects with renewed vigor. History, military strategy, engineering . . . even ethics!11 I dedicated myself to training and sparring exercises, too. These were always Randor’s favorites, but I started to surpass him in some areas, especially the complex art of fighting with a staff. Yet the sessions with Adi, when we discussed and debated important matters, were my favorite.

He didn’t treat us like children.

He treated us like future rulers.

Was I his favorite student? Of course.

I’m not sure what teacher wouldn’t have loved me back then, though. I was charming, brilliant, funny, hardworking, and supremely humble.

The perfect child, really.

I was also persistent, and I didn’t give up asking Adi about his horse. One morning, Adi brought Randor and me down to his private workshop in the palace basement. The room was a dark and sweltering metal cave packed with texts and tools, loaded with equipment that looked equally suited to running scientific experiments or crafting magic potions: an enormous coil of copper wires attached to a series of batteries; a drone; and various other gadgets. He always seemed to be working on dozens of projects at once.

At one end of the room, huge steel doors opened to the barren, empty Badlands, which stretched as far as the eye could see. The crowded villages, lush farmlands, and winding river at the southern end of the city felt as if they were a world away. A pair of the robotic horses stood next to one another near the steel exit doors. I nearly clapped with delight. “You have two of them? Are they Stridors?”

“Newer models,” Adi replied, “but in spirit, yes. They’re Stridors.”

“Which one’s faster?” Randor asked.

“The original,” Adi replied. “The second one isn’t finished yet. It’s still a work in progress.”

My brother nodded approvingly. “These warhorses are legendary. King Grayskull used them in the war against the Snake Men.”

“I know,” Adi replied.

His tone was short, almost bitter. I’d seen depictions of the Stridors used in the Great War. “These look nothing like the Stridors in the history books,” I noted.

“Those were mere machines,” Adi answered. “Mine are an upgrade.”

“How so?” I asked.

“They’re bionic,” Adi answered. “A delicate fusion of robot and biology.”

My brother had a deep love of animals, and his thoughts promptly swung in an unexpected direction. He turned to Adi, suddenly concerned. “You didn’t experiment on a healthy horse, did you?”

“No, Randor,” Adi said. He moved to the original Stridor, ran his hand gently down the beast’s mane. “This horse was severely injured in an accident. The poor creature had broken both of his hind legs, and his heart wasn’t functioning properly, either. We rescued him by giving him mechanical legs and a stronger, mechanized heart, but his brain remains intact. I suppose you could say the soul of the beast has survived its body.”

“Interesting,” I murmured.

“That could be valuable in battle,” Randor noted.

“Go on,” Adi said, newly curious.

“Our Sky Sleds have electronic control systems,” Randor replied. “They’re vulnerable to attacks that knock out those systems. These beasts, on the other hand, would not be affected by such assaults, because, as you said, they have biological brains.”

“Impressive observation,” Adi noted, “and very true.”

Although I tended to forget now and then, my brother had a biological brain, too. Randor stroked the bionic creature’s mane. “Do you think he’s happy?”

“Who?” I asked.

“The horse,” Randor snapped.

Oh, right. Leave it to Randy to worry about the bionic beast’s feelings. I changed the subject, moving to the second Stridor. “And this one? Was it injured as well?”

“He,” Randor noted. “Not it.”

“She, actually, and yes, this horse was suffering from a terrible disease,” Adi explained. “Her bones were as brittle as twigs. There’s still much work to be done before she’s finished.” He paused. “I’ve only just begun the conversion. I wonder, princes, if you’d like to help me complete this second Stridor?”

Randor declined, then shivered dramatically and winced. “No, thank you,” he said. He motioned to the horses. “This whole operation of yours is a little too strange for me. It feels unnatural.”

I shrugged. “I’m in.”

My brother glanced at me. Was he surprised? Not really. But he seemed to disapprove. He moved to the door and called back over his shoulder. “Then I’ll leave you two to your experiments. I’ll be in the gymnasium.”

Over the next few months, Adi and I spent hours each day wiring the second Stridor, adjusting and fixing the hinges and gears, engineering her artificial muscles. When we were nearly finished with the body of the beast, my tutor finally started to explain the weapons system. Two cannons on either flank pointed out from the mechanical saddle. The small, cylindrical weapons fired thin but strong laser beams. The blasts weren’t strong enough to kill, Adi explained, but they could easily knock someone down. I recalled our first encounter. “What was that red light your horse shined on that rebel? A targeting system?”

He paused before answering. Not an extended pause—but long enough to make me wonder whether he might be hiding something. Then he seemed to change his mindset. He opened a compartment in his Stridor’s saddle and removed a device with several buttons on the surface and a tiny bulb at one end. Adi instructed me to watch, then pointed it at the steel doors. A small circle of red light appeared, and his mechanical horse turned immediately, aiming its cannons at the spot. Adi clicked a second button on the device.

The red light began blinking rapidly.

The Stridor fired its lasers.

The steel doors nearly exploded.

Shocked, I stumbled backward and fell over a chair.

Then Adi clicked the button again, and the Stridor ceased its blasting. He glanced at me on the floor and laughed—an odd sort of wheezing, hissing laugh. I jumped to my feet, annoyed at my overreaction. The steel door was blackened where the lasers had struck. My annoyance transformed into wonder.

I wanted that toy!

“How did you do that?” I asked. “Magic?”

“No, Keldor,” he replied. “Technology. The line between the two is admittedly blurry, but this—” he held up the remote device “—is pure science. My little remote emits light of a very particular wavelength. When my Stridor senses that light, it focuses its attention on the spot. And when the light pulses, the horse fires.”

“Amazing,” I replied, staring at the remote first, then the biological machines. “Can my Stridor do that?”

“Your Stridor?” he snapped. “I never said she was yours.”

Maybe he didn’t want to address me with the same respect as the other tutors, but I was Prince Keldor, son of King Miro and Queen Mara. The horse was mine if I wanted it. And I could have reminded him of this fact. Instead, I stifled my pride and changed my question. “Of course,” I replied, pretending to be apologetic. “I meant to ask whether both Stridors had that capability.”

He smirked. “Not yet. The second Stridor doesn’t even have laser cannons, Keldor. You could always learn how to add them yourself. You’ll just need to study more.”

“Study more?” I snapped. “I study three times as hard as my brother—” a mild exaggeration, I’ll admit “—and you want me to study more?”

My tutor’s face darkened. “Yes! I do! You’re no mere student, Keldor. You’re not competing to be the smartest kid in class. This isn’t about bringing home a gold star to mommy and daddy. You are competing for a kingdom! You are competing to rule, Keldor. And Randor might be your brother. He might even be your best friend. But he is also the only other person in line for that throne.”

“I know that.”

“Then if you want that title for yourself, you need to recognize that Randor isn’t your ally, Keldor. He’s your enemy.”

Quite a teacher, right? I was starting to love the guy.

10 You’ve never heard of a navit? They’re mildly intelligent vegetables loosely related to the squash family. You’re a navit, too.

11 I seem to have forgotten most of what we learned in that class, though. Oops.
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After that incident, my work intensified. I didn’t enjoy Adi’s message. I didn’t like what it meant. Yet he was right. Sure, we were young—I was only twelve, Randor thirteen. The very idea of being king should have been as distant as growing gray hair. But a choice would be made before too long. Even then I knew that I wanted the throne. We were brothers, but were we friends? Could we truly be? No. Not with that question hovering constantly over our two heads. Not as each of us wondered who would be chosen to succeed our father. Not with that blank space on the scroll awaiting one of our names.

As time passed, Adi’s behavior grew stranger. He was less patient with us, quicker to anger and frustration. His health was failing, too. Every few months he’d start to weaken and pale. There were times he lacked the strength to stand. Then he’d take a few days off from teaching, ride away on his Stridor, and return refreshed, as if he were ten or twenty years younger. My mother once joked that he needed to tell her where he received this apparent cure—she wanted to book a trip there herself.

One day, Randor and I were out on the upper balcony when my brother spotted Adi approaching from the south. We were supposed to be studying for a language exam. At the time, we were learning to speak the ancient tongue of the merpeople. As part of the test, we’d have to make the unusual sounds underwater, so our tutor advised us to practice by reciting phrases in Leviathan with our faces pressed into bowls of water. The lesson was absurd and seemed pointless, too, given that no one had seen a merman or merwoman in ages. But I was determined to score well—any chance to beat my brother was welcome.

As usual, Randor was procrastinating. He’d been using our mother’s telescope to inspect the lunch stands down in the market. My face was half-submerged in a basin of water when he called to me. I jumped up and peered through the eyepiece. Our tutor rode atop his Stridor, and under one arm, he carried a huge, rolled-up package of some kind.

“What’s that?” Randor wondered.

“I don’t know,” I confessed.12

We received our answer early that evening when my mother called us into the map room. She said King Miro had something to show us. Our father stood on the stone map of the three kingdoms with his back to the window, staring up at an enormous framed painting. Four guards were holding the artwork upright as King Miro directed them left, right, up slightly, down a touch.

Father was so focused that he didn’t realize he was standing with one foot in Leviathae and another in Avion. When we were younger, he was always advising us to avoid stepping on the other kingdoms. He wanted us to respect them, and their borders, even on a map. I decided against pointing out his harmless affront; I didn’t want to bother him.

“Careful where you’re standing, Dad,” Randor said.

Our father looked down, winced, and moved away. “Thinking like a diplomat, Randor!” he said. “I’m impressed!”

And I was annoyed—with them and with myself.

“Miro,” my mother said, “the painting is fine where it is. Would you give these poor men a break?”

The guards paused. “Here, sir?” one of them asked.

“Yes!” my father replied, holding his hands out flat. “That’s perfect!”

He checked the map below him and backed away as the guards secured the framed picture. Waving Randor and me over, he puffed out his chest and stared at the painting. We stood on either side of him. “This is King Grayskull’s greatest triumph,” he said. “His victory over King Hssss and the Snake Men! Isn’t it marvelous?”

The painting was glorious—and remains so. The mood is ominous. Lightning streaks through the sky. Dark clouds gather in the background. The scene appears to take place at night, but it’s no normal evening. Instead it looks like a kind of permanent night, as if the sun may never shine again. Snake Men writhe at the base of a rocky promontory. Most are standard reptilian soldiers, each with two arms, two clawed hands, plus the head, skin, and tail of a reptile. Beside these Serpos stands a far more terrifying creature.

Randor glowered as he pointed at the fiend. “Is that Hssss?”

“Indeed it is,” our father replied, lowering his voice.

In the scene, the monster brandishes huge, sharp fangs, and the heads and bodies of numerous deadly snakes instead of arms. Above the slithering, menacing Snake Men, King Grayskull stands in all his golden, armored glory. He looks to be at least twice as large as a normal warrior. In his right hand he holds an enormous, wide sword. Now, of course, I know that this is the Sword of Power. Back then, though, it just looked like a comically oversized blade.

The painting doesn’t draw your attention to the sword, though. Even Grayskull seems to regard it as an afterthought. His focus is entirely turned to something floating in the air above his left hand. He stares up at this glowing talisman as if it is far more important than the Sword of Power or King Hssss and the menacing Serpos at his feet.

“What is that?” I asked.

My father shrugged. “I’m not sure. A snake?”

Yes—upon further inspection I realized he was right. The glowing green object appeared to be some kind of magical reptile eating its own tail. I was transfixed. The color of the snake was an irresistible shade of green. I may have bitten my lip. “What does it mean?” I asked.

“Never mind that. The point is the scene itself and what it signifies, Keldor,” my father replied. “King Grayskull provided our planet with a thousand years of peace because of this victory. What else does it say to you, boys?”

“He was tall,” I joked.

No one laughed.

Randor had that serious look. He pointed at King Hssss. “Evil is real, and we must always be ready and willing to do whatever it takes to defeat it.”

My father laid his hand on Randor’s shoulder proudly. I could have said that! My mother must have noticed my frustration; she moved to my side and put her arm over my shoulders. I shrugged free and stepped forward. “Right,” I said. “Good point, Randor. But really, what’s with the magical green snake? I’m confused.”

Adi slipped into the room. He looked healthy again. Refreshed. Even his posture had improved.

“What’s so confusing?” Randor asked. “Grayskull is crushing the Snake Men right out of existence. He’s saving the planet. And he has an awesome sword.”

“Sure,” I replied, “but he’s completely transfixed by that snake! Plus, the Serpos are looking at each other, as if they’re alarmed or even terrified—”

“Terrified is a strong word,” Adi interrupted. “I might say concerned.”

Our tutor was staring at the painting. Yet I could tell he felt my eyes on him. I sensed he was avoiding my gaze. But why?

“Of course they’re concerned!” Randor replied. “King Grayskull could crush anyone or anything. He was invincible.”

Now Adi rocked his head back and forth slightly. “I’m not sure any living being is truly invincible, Randor.”

Normally, I didn’t see Adi interacting much with my parents. He taught us, but otherwise kept to himself. Then I remembered watching him race in on his Stridor with that package under his arm. “Did you bring us this painting, Adi?” I asked.

“Indeed he did,” my mother answered. “Do you know what Grayskull is holding, Adi?”

Our tutor shrugged. “Unfortunately, no,” he replied. “I’d ask the artist, but I’m not even sure who painted it. I found this piece in an antique shop. It could be hundreds of years old.”

He was lying. Skillfully, too—a talent I admire in Eternians.

What was he hiding?

A crash sounded from one of the adjacent rooms. Nothing so violent as the explosion in the royal dining room—probably a fallen piece of furniture, I guessed. The noise drew everyone’s attention away, but Adi turned to me. He knew something; I could see it. So why wasn’t he telling everyone?

In a meek voice, someone called out, “Help . . .”

Randor immediately dashed into the next room. Not even the guards reacted so quickly. My parents and the others rushed after him to help. I started, then turned and faced our tutor.

“Shouldn’t you be playing hero?” Adi asked.

“Randy beat me to it,” I replied. Then I lowered my voice to a whisper. “Tell me, Adi, what is Grayskull holding?”

A change came over him that I cannot quite describe. I shivered briefly, and not from any palpable chill in the air. “That, young prince, is the Sigil of Hssss,” Adi replied, “and it is the most powerful magical object in the history of Eternia.”

“What’s Grayskull doing with it?”

“Hssss forged the sigil to raise an army of undead snake soldiers, defeat Grayskull, and return Eternia to the Snake Men. He was nearly victorious, too, but Grayskull stole the sigil before Hssss could use it, and called upon a dangerous and primordial power to defeat the snake king.” Adi stopped and nodded up at the scene. “Finally, Grayskull separated the sigil into pieces and scattered the fragments across Eternia.”

The noise in the next room was distracting. My brother was calling for a doctor. Did he have to be so loud, though? “What power?” I pressed. “You said he called upon a primordial and dangerous power. What was it?”

Adi exhaled slowly. “In time, you may learn. But the power overcame him. Grayskull couldn’t handle it, Keldor. He was weak.”

This insult I couldn’t tolerate. He was talking about the last king of Eternia, the greatest ruler the planet had ever known! “King Grayskull was not weak.”

The door to the other room swung open. Adi laughed awkwardly and apologized. “Of course, of course! I spoke out of turn, my prince.”

Two guards rushed past us with a doctor between them. Adi’s response startled me—he never referred to me as his prince. I’d have to learn more about this supposedly dangerous power later. First I returned my focus to the painting and the strange story behind the scene. “Back to the Sigil of Hssss,” I said. “What’s so great about some glowing magic snake?”

Adi’s eyes focused on the green talisman. “Keldor, that is no mere glowing snake.”

“What do you mean?”

He lowered his voice and, without looking at me, answered, “Whoever unifies those three pieces and wields the Sigil of Hssss has the power of a god.”

12 This was probably the last time I uttered this demeaning phrase. These days, I know everything. And if there’s something I don’t know, then it’s not worth knowing.
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The power of a god! I liked the sound of that immediately. Later I’d learn that Adi wasn’t telling me everything. The whole bit about the dangerous, primordial power, for example? Well, it turns out that the venerable and beloved King Grayskull called upon Havoc to destroy the sigil and defeat the Snake Men. Yes, Havoc! He used my scepter, too—the one I’ve since transformed into a powerful Havoc staff. Of course, you won’t find that in the standard books on Eternian history. The Grayskull public relations machine is way too strong.

The truth is that Adi was right.

Grayskull was weak.

Still, even if I didn’t know the whole story at the time, you can imagine my excitement when Adi teased some of these delicious details. I had so many more questions for him, but the commotion in the next room interrupted our discussion. As it turns out, a chandelier had fallen from the ceiling, injuring one of the court musicians, and my brother had heroically lifted it himself, allowing the guards and my parents to pull the man free. The doctor assured us all that the musician would heal quickly and that his legs were bruised but not broken. My parents praised Randor as if he’d single-handedly saved Eternia from an Avion invasion. Really? The musician was a harpist. He hardly even needed his legs. But the whole palace wouldn’t stop talking about Randy’s noble act. That night at dinner, mother and father even presented Randor with a gift in honor of his actions.

“You are a true hero,” King Miro announced.

“You make us so proud,” my mother added.

I watched as she passed a beautifully wrapped present across the table. Randor opened it with uncontrolled excitement, tearing off the paper. When he revealed the gift, however, his face turned blank. Disappointed? The word isn’t strong enough. He was broken. Shattered. And why, you ask?

They’d given him a journal!

The book itself was absolutely stunning. A beautiful piece of art. The cover was bound in fine leather. The pages were thick, with rough-cut edges. The diary looked heavy, too. Everything about the beautiful volume suggested that it was designed to harbor grand thoughts and ideas, powerful confessions and outpourings of emotion. And they’d given it to Randor! My buffoonish brother’s thoughts were about as ponderous as feathers. His ideas were as lofty and soaring as boulders. What did they expect him to do with a diary? I started to imagine what Randy would scrawl across those beautiful pages, and I couldn’t control my laughter. My whole body shook. My jaw ached. I managed to settle long enough to speak. “You gave him a journal? Did you include instructions?”

“Keldor,” my mother scolded me, “that’s enough.”

“I know how to write,” Randor snapped.

“What are you going to do with a journal?” I asked. “Pen some poetry? Outline your philosophy for future generations?” I turned to my parents. “You should have gotten him a sword.”

My mother frowned. “Keldor!” she snapped. Her tone was sharp, and her retort stung; I never did like to disappoint her. “Your brother performed a selfless act,” she added. “The act of a king.”

That really stung. “I hardly think—”

“She’s right, Keldor,” my father added. “The first role of a king and queen is to protect and defend their people. You should have—”

In a rare moment of rebellion, my brother cut our father off mid-sentence. “Keldor knows all that as well as anyone,” Randor replied, “and next time, I’m sure he’ll beat me into the room.” He shut the journal dramatically, then tapped the leather cover with one of his large fingers. “It’s a wonderful gift. Thank you, Mother. Thank you, Father. I’ll use it every day.”

All these years later, I still boil slightly when I think of that dinner and how Randor vaulted ahead of me. First he rescued the harpist. Then he defended his bitter, jealous brother. The nerve! I suspect my insults inspired him, too, since Randy did scribble his insignificant thoughts in that journal on occasion. He always tried to write in private, undoubtedly afraid that a certain someone of superior intelligence might criticize the style of his sentences or choice of words. I may have grabbed it once or twice and read certain pages aloud to our literature teacher, but it was all done in good fun. After a while, Randor began hiding the diary, and I’d nearly forgotten all about the wretched collection of his useless ideas until recently, when I moved back into the palace with my Dark Masters.
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After what should have been a glorious triumph over Wee-Man and the Weaklings of the Wind Raider, I found myself back in the palace. That traitorous witch Evil-Lyn had teleported the two of us away from the battle before I could destroy the birdman. You know all this, though. I explained it already, and I suppose you’re probably bright enough to remember. My apologies; I’ve spent too much time with Beast Man. I forget that other people—even children—are capable of higher thought. So, moving on . . . I was back in the palace, brooding.

How does one brood, you ask? Everyone has their own style, but there are a few essentials. First, you need a throne. A simple chair won’t do. You want to be able to slouch slightly, but not so much that you look lazy or exhausted. Think of it more as a world-weary posture. Your evil plans should weigh you down so much that you simply can’t sit up straight. Ideally, your throne will have armrests, too, and you’ll be able to prop up one elbow and lean your head contemplatively into your hand. Torches glowing on either side of you are a nice touch, too, and it wouldn’t hurt to have a minion or two groveling nearby. Yelling at them is a wonderful way to boost your own self-esteem.

Anyway, I was brooding, and in a mild tantrum I’d broken Evil-Lyn’s staff, deprived her of the power of Havoc, and exiled her. A touch extreme? Maybe. But the witch had been kicked out of the kingdom before. She’d bounced back then, and she’d do so again. Secretly, I hoped she’d return to my side. Yes, even Skeletor has his moments of tenderness.

The Dark Masters and I hadn’t been living in the palace long, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about moving back. The place was so crowded! Everywhere I went, someone would stop and ask me a question. What shade of purple do you want for the dining room drapes? Should there be skulls in every room, or just the key spots? Do you want us to continue giving excess food from the royal kitchen to the poor, or should we pretend to give it to them and then throw it away at the last second and taunt them? All important questions, and I did appreciate how the servants were making their best efforts to understand me, but all this ruling business was cutting down on my time to brood. I missed the lonely darkness and quiet of Snake Mountain, with the sound of vultures in the distance, the roiling and bubbling of liquid Havoc all around. Back in Snake Mountain, I could actually think.

The palace afforded me no such luxury. Evil-Lyn—well, Evelyn now, since I’d taken her powers—had always been quick to turn away visitors. Now that I’d banished her, my annoying subjects were everywhere, bothering me at every turn. So I scoured the palace for what you might call a room of one’s own, and I was surprised to discover a perfect hideaway attached to my brother’s bedroom. This was not the old room of our youth. No, Randor had long since upgraded to grander chambers. I was perusing the bookshelves when I noticed a miniature wood carving of a Stridor on one of the shelves. Curious, I tried to pick up the sculpture, and the rear of the horse swung up, revealing a hidden lever beneath its hind legs.

Something inside the wall clicked.

An enormous and horribly sappy painting of a field of flowers swung open, revealing a hidden room. A secret door! Impressive, Randy.

“Hello?” I said, leaning inside. “Anyone home?”

No answer. I stepped through and closed the hidden door behind me. Lights glowed automatically. The room was not small, exactly. A few body-lengths across, I’d guess. The ceiling was high. There were shelves built into the walls, but not many books. I skimmed the titles. A biography of King Grayskull, naturally. (No mention of his use of Havoc in those pages, I’m sure!) A book about Floranians by someone called Granamyr the Wise. And a library volume, no less—one that had been checked out centuries earlier. For a moment, I was embarrassed by my ancestors. I might conquer worlds and force millions to obey my every word, but I always return my library books on time.

My stomach sickened briefly as I studied some of the other items on the shelves. A framed sketch of Randor and his beloved bride, Marlena. This was no formal royal painting of the family—I’d already trashed the one that hung in the halls outside the royal dining room. The illustration was likely sketched by a street artist somewhere on the outskirts of the capital city. It shows young Randor and his beautiful Marlena as happy as I’d ever seen them, not long after he assumed the throne, before all of our lives took a darker course.

The drawing upset me, which was annoying, so I laid it down flat.

There was a painting of me, too. Or me as Keldor, anyway. This was quite a surprise. What was not shocking was how handsome I looked.

One of our old sky scooters rested against the wall.

The buffoon still had a soft spot for me, apparently.

A single comfortable chair was pushed back into one corner. I rested my staff against the shelves and settled into the seat. Was it ideal for brooding? No. But even Skeletor needed a nap sometimes. The second I leaned back, however, a hoverlamp glowed above the adjacent table, and the light shined down on a leatherbound book. At first I didn’t recognize the volume.

Then I nearly bit my skinless lip.

Randor was still keeping his diary! My nap could wait.

The first thing I found was a poem to his beloved Marlena:

Your eyes are as blue

as the Harmony Seas.

Your voice is so lovely

it makes my heart freeze.

Ha! What drivel! Did she inspire him to change his diet and eat all his peas? Was the sound of her voice like the birds in the trees?

I turned the pages. The discovery was an unexpected delight. Oh, the delicious, wonderful pleasure of reading another person’s secret diary. It’s a terrible affront. An absolute violation of friendship, family, privacy, and more. And I’d highly recommend it, assuming you’re evil, and intend to pursue a career as a tyrant.

My brother didn’t write so much as scrawl his thoughts across each page. The margins were uneven and ever changing. The ink was smudged carelessly. And there was no consistency to the entries. None at all! On one page he wrote about how many sit-ups he did that morning. On another he recorded details of his favorite meals. He wrote excitedly about the time he ate three steaks for breakfast. Really, Randor? Was gluttony a virtue?

There were stories of our adventures together as well. I expected him to twist the truth and revise the events so that he’d come across as the hero in each tale. Instead, he recorded things as they actually happened. That day we chased the rebel, for example. In one of his first jottings in the journal, he recounted our pursuit and credited me with tracking the girl down through the stairwell. He even praised my intelligence.

Sometimes my brother was impossible to despise.

I must have spent an hour perusing those pages. Was I being nostalgic? Slightly. But I believe some secret, evil, brilliant part of me knew that a clue would be revealed through my research. And then I found it—right near the end of the diary. Randor only had a few pages left to fill, and he’d clearly had less time to write once he’d become king, but I noticed a sketch of a familiar object. My brother wasn’t a terrible artist. We’d both acquired some skill thanks to the instruction from our art teacher. So I knew exactly what he was trying to depict when I found the sketch of the pyramid. Wavy lines around the outside hinted that it was radiating power.

If I had eyes, they would’ve bulged.

The twin voids in my skull glowed red.

My brother had found part of the Sigil of Hssss!

The drawing was a rough match for the piece Evil-Lyn had uncovered—the one that had been stolen from me at Snake Mountain. But that piece had been buried beneath the throne of King Hssss for ages. There was no way Randor could have seen it himself. Clearly, then, this was a sketch of a second fragment. I leaned forward. My heart beat madly. The bony fingers of my left hand twitched. In Randor’s nearly indecipherable jottings, I discovered a few critical details. This particular sigil piece had been uncovered during an archaeological dig some eight years earlier. Randor was not a complete fool. He recognized its provenance—or at least that it was nothing to be trifled with, and ought to remain hidden. So, he retrieved the piece and stashed it away in the Royal Vault. I snapped the diary shut, sprang from the chair, and hurried out of the room with the pages clutched in my hand.

I snuck up on Beast Man and Trap Jaw as they chattered about Evelyn in the corridor. Two of my mind-controlled guards snapped to attention as I passed.

“Has Trap Jaw heard anything from Evil-Lyn since she was exiled?” Beastie asked, failing to sense my presence.

Equally oblivious, Trap Jaw replied, “Not a peep.”

“How does that make Trap Jaw feel?”

I nearly blasted my two minions out of the palace immediately. Is this what happened when I wasn’t around? They asked each other about their feelings? What kind of evil henchmen were they? Evil-Lyn didn’t have feelings. She had goals! Devious plans. Secret desires. But not feelings.

Ugh.

You just can’t find good help anymore.

Trap Jaw replied to Beastie’s query and tried to sound tough. “Let’s just say he’s enjoying the quiet.”

Their dialogue was disgusting me. Plus, I knew the mechanic with the mangled jaw probably missed her. A quick blast of Havoc muted the pair. “Silence!” I shouted. “And try to keep up.”

I pushed between my stunned disciples of darkness. As they followed me, I relayed the details of my discovery, including the diary and the hidden sigil piece. There was no need to turn around to see their faces; I could sense them marveling at the magnificence of my intelligence. As an added little flourish, I vaporized Randor’s diary with a blast of Havoc. We enjoyed a nice little laugh, and then I explained that the piece would be stashed away in the Royal Vault. Naturally, I guessed that the door to the vault would be locked, so I sent Trap Jaw to . . .

. . . my apologies. In the midst of recounting these events I was rudely interrupted. Where was I? Yes, right—the vault.

Once we stepped inside, we were shocked to find the entire room as empty as He-Man’s brain. Hardly a speck of dust remained. The treasures and secrets stored within had been evacuated prior to my attack.

The entire vault had been moved.

Smart move, Randy.

But not smart enough.

Twin rows of magnetic levitation repulsors extended along the floor, out the huge doors at the far end, and into the bright sunlight of the Badlands. These repulsors were the tracks of a highly advanced train, I realized. My brother had moved the vault—and the precious sigil piece—onto some kind of locomotive. And I had a strong suspicion about exactly which train he’d chosen. When we’d first moved back into the palace, Trap Jaw had completed a full inventory of all of the weapons and vehicles at our disposal. The one we could not locate was the Eternia 2000, the fastest train on the planet. Now I knew what Randor had done with the locomotive.

My henchmen and I rushed forward.

The magnetic tracks extended far into the distance.

Beastie was flummoxed.

Trap Jaw was stumped.

Both looked to me for an explanation.

“The contents of the Royal Vault, including the sigil piece, have been transferred to the Eternia 2000,” I explained. “Beastie my bestie? Go fetch us a few rotons. We have a train to catch.”
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We climbed into our rotons and tore across the landscape, following the magnetic train tracks out into the Badlands. Soon, the tracks split and extended far into the distance in either direction. The ground below began to shake. To my left, I spotted what looked like headlights, and then the train passed us in a thunderous blur.

The Eternia 2000 was built for transportation, but my brother had cleverly repurposed it as a mobile storage unit, and now it was racing through the Badlands at impossible speeds. If we wanted the sigil piece, we had to find a way onboard. I ordered my minions to follow me—unnecessary, since they always follow me—and accelerated along the tracks. Part of me regretted incinerating my brother’s journal—there was a nonzero chance he’d entered some details about the vault and the Eternia 2000 in those pages. In fact, I recalled seeing a sketch of the train, but at the time I’d assumed it was just another cartoon by my juvenile big brother. No matter—mistakes happen. I never make them, but they do happen.

My Dark Masters and I pushed our throttles to maximum power. The train was fast, but we were faster. Unfortunately, as soon as we caught up, we saw that the Wind Raider had already arrived. I couldn’t see if all of He-Man’s friends were joining this raiding party, but it didn’t matter. I’d beaten the Masters of the Universe before, and I’d do it again.

“Follow me, my minions!” I declared.

Switching my roton to autopilot mode, I leaped onto the top of the train. He-Man was in my sights, racing toward me from the front of the locomotive. Despite my lack of ears, I have truly amazing hearing, and I heard He-Man say to his friends, “Time for Plan B! I’m going in!”

Into the train, I guessed. “Not if I get there first!” I replied.

Aiming my staff, I fired a stream of Havoc at He-Man.

And another.

And another.

Somehow, he managed to deflect the beams.

One of my shots may have glanced off his shoulder, though. He obviously winced. At that point, I was too far away, but I spotted a small, glistening tear in the corner of his eye, as the most powerful man in the universe began to cry . . .

. . . my apologies. I was interrupted again.

Now, where was I? Yes—the battle atop the train.

Our fight was epic. I was brilliant, courageous, cunning.

My footwork? Unmatched.

He-Man leaped, dodged, and charged ahead.

He was strong—I’ll admit that. But only to you.

Don’t tell anyone. Ever.

Besides, I wasn’t really there to battle my nephew.

The sigil was inside, and I had to beat the brute to the prize.

Between us I spied what looked like a hatch in the roof of one of the cars. Summoning my prodigious13 strength, I leaped high into the air, then crashed down and through the panel.

He-Man totally copied me, following me into the train through the same route. The two of us landed inside a high-ceilinged car. The compartment was mostly empty. At one end, however, I spotted lockers from the Royal Vault. So I was right! Randor had loaded the contents of the vault onto the train, exactly as I’d suspected. But where was the sigil?

My nephew charged at me. We grappled.

Yes, he was strong, but inside he was still a child.

And like all pathetic children, he was weak.14

“I’m not letting you get that sigil piece, Skeletor!” He-Man whined.

“We’ll see about that, Wee-Man.”

This wasn’t the first time I’d used this insult, but it was just as sweet. My nemesis wasn’t visibly shaken. But the most powerful man in the universe did have feelings, and they’d been hurt. He was weakening, and I was about to take advantage of my skillful emotional strike and sweep his legs out from under him.

Then some infernal drone intruded.

The hoverbot approached menacingly with its circular screen glowing red. Three pincers and a pair of grippers extended down from its spherical body. While I could have destroyed it with a swing of my staff, this didn’t seem wise.

“No violence in the collection!” the hoverbot announced.

A security measure, apparently.

I stopped fighting and backed away. My nephew didn’t have the same foresight. “Where’s the fun in that?” he said, and then he pulled back one of his huge fists as if he were going to punch me straight through the compartment wall.

Deftly, I dodged his blow.

In an innocent act of self defense, I hit back, and my bony knuckles crashed into his unblemished face with the force of an asteroid.

The brute bounced off the wall.

The look on his face was hilarious.

“Violence detected! Self-destruct mode initiated!”

The hoverbot began to vibrate. Sparks of electricity flashed around its metallic exterior. At first, I was laughing too hard to act. No one had ever hit He-Man that hard, and it was hysterical! Then I noticed the hoverbot shaking ever more violently. The machine truly was going to self-destruct, and as much as I despised my nephew, I didn’t want to see him blown up by some random robot. So, at the last second, I stifled my joy, grabbed He-Man in my arms like an infant, and leaped bravely into the next train compartment.

Behind us, the hoverbot exploded.

The entire compartment erupted in flames—including whatever was stashed inside those lockers. And He-Man didn’t even stop to thank me.

His sword clanged against my Havoc staff.

Green bolts of Havoc and yellow Grayskull lightning flashed.

He-Man pushed me backward as I studied the walls.

“So,” I mused aloud, “this entire train is the Royal Vault! Your father was smart to send it away when I took Eternos.”

He-Man pulled his sword back.

I lifted my staff, ready to strike again.

A blow to the ribs would suit him, but another one of those infernal hoverbots was drifting toward us. We lowered our weapons. The blasted robotic babysitters were everywhere. A momentary truce was clearly the only sensible option.

“How will we ever find the sigil piece?” He-Man wondered. “This train is huge! It could be hidden anywhere.”

A bolt of brilliance shot through my powerful brain. Why not ask the hoverbot? I decided to do so nicely—the droids were oddly sensitive. “Excuse me, faithful and trusted robot,” I began, “but could you kindly tell us where on this train we might find a fragment of the Sigil of Hssss?”

The gullible machine told us exactly where to go. Some security system, Randy.

Charging forward, we spotted the second sigil piece in the center of a neighboring compartment. He-Man and his friends already had one. There was no way I’d let them swipe another.

Unfortunately, some kind of force field surrounded my treasure, and swarms of hoverbots were dancing in circles around the piece. Dancing? Yes, dancing. I’d always wondered what robots did in their spare time, but I’d never expected they’d waltz.

This was the game, however, so we had to play. Since a young age, I’d been tutored in various dances. It’s as important a part of being a royal as knowing which spoon is yours at a place setting. My nephew had obviously been taught as well. We fell into a waltz ourselves, careful not to upset the hoverbots. Naturally, I took the lead. He-Man complimented my obvious prowess, and he wasn’t bad, either. His timing was solid, his footwork surprisingly nimble. But I quickly grew tired of the game.

Impatient, I lunged for the sigil piece.

A hoverbot pulled me back.

He-Man tried and failed as well.

We continued like this for far too long.

Every time my beautifully bony fingers edged near the piece, my nephew or one of the droids would yank me away.

At one point, it got weird. One of my robotic dance partners flashed a heart on its screen. Had the droid fallen in love with me?

My hand was so close so many times. Then, just when I thought I’d finally be able to grasp the glowing sigil piece, that winged pest Stratos soared through the compartment. If only Evelyn had let me blast him back at Snake Mountain! Flying straight for the piece, Stratos knocked aside one of the hoverbots.

The robot collided with another, setting off a chain reaction. The hoverbots started erupting with electricity. This time, it wouldn’t just be one of the robots exploding, but a dozen. And we were right in their blast zone.

Nobly, I saved us all, blasting an escape hole in the roof with my Havoc staff. Birdman took advantage of my charity and flew straight through. “Stratos out!” he declared, clutching the sigil to his chest.

He-Man and I followed, leaping skyward as the hoverbots began to self-destruct. The compartment erupted in flames.

We sprinted after Stratos along the top of the train.

I easily outraced my overgrown nephew.

He-Man’s friends, Ram Ma’am and Man-at-Arms, were waiting near the front of the train. My trusted Trap Jaw was preparing to battle them in my honor. Meanwhile, the nuisance from Avion held out the sigil piece, boasting as he raced toward the Masters. “I got it!” he declared.

I sprinted forward, grabbed him by the ankles, and snatched the magical item from his weak little hands. “Not anymore!”

Deftly, I tossed the sigil to Trap Jaw15 as my trusted Beastie pulled alongside the train with our rotons. He-Man watched in shock while Trap Jaw and I leaped into our vehicles with the sigil piece. “One to go, nephew!”

As usual, victory was mine.

13 You are infuriating. Truly. Prodigious is another word for major, great, or remarkable. And “infuriating” is what I feel bubbling up inside me when readers bother me with simple questions.

14 Did I hurt your feelings by insulting children? I’m sorry . . . just kidding! I’m never sorry.

15 Leadership Tip: Give your minions responsibilities now and then—it makes them feel valued and cultivates loyalty. A great trick!
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13.

When we last checked in on my younger self, I’d just learned about the sigil from my tutor. In the months following that conversation, Adi grew increasingly withdrawn. He missed more of our scheduled classes. He became secretive, too, and would rarely let me into his workshop anymore. When I was allowed inside to tinker with the Stridor, he’d cover up or lock away all his other works in progress, insisting that his experiments were private. And I could forget about any talk of the Snake Men and their battles with Grayskull. He’d always change the subject. Randor didn’t want to hear about the Great War, either. Or not the real story, anyway. You couldn’t say anything critical about the famed king with my brother around. Randy was a total Grayskull fanboy.

Gradually, I worked to repair my relationship with Adi. I quieted my questions, but studied as hard as ever. I even tried gifts. After I finally completed the engineering of the second Stridor, for example, I made our tutor a thank-you present. Adi and I had run the Stridors far out into the Badlands and back, and we were returning the bionic beasts to his workshop. The huge doors to the outside were open. Adi sent his horse back inside to its station with a click of his remote. I controlled my Stridor—I was done pretending; the machine was mine—with an electronic bracelet of my own design. The bracelet had other functions, too, but I kept these secret applications to myself. Adi hadn’t helped me with the gadget, and he looked at it with curiosity as I clicked one of the buttons and my Stridor followed the other, trotting inside to its station as the two of us stood in the sunlight. “It’s probably not half as advanced as yours,” I lied, “but I figured a small wrist gauntlet would be easier.”

“Impressive,” he admitted.

“I have something for you,” I replied. I reached into one of my pockets and removed the gift: a red crystal medallion hanging from a golden chain. A stunning piece of jewelry, in my humble opinion.

“What is this?” Adi asked. “Some kind of good luck charm?”

“A token of thanks,” I said, “for showing me how to build my Stridor.” Adi started to put it in his pocket. He wasn’t interested. I pressed on. “It’s not just about the Stridor, though, Adi. You’ve been such an incredible teacher. You’ve really opened my eyes to new ideas. New possibilities.” I paused and, for effect, lowered my voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “You’ve helped me see the truth of my relationship with my brother.”

His eyes narrowed, as if he was trying to scour the expression on my face for some hint that I might be lying or hiding some other motive beneath these compliments. He did not find one. I pointed to the medallion. “You don’t have to wear it,” I added, “but I’d be honored if you did.” I gulped for effect, knowing my next line would strike well. “It’s a symbol of the bond between us, Adi, and the debt I’ll owe you forever.”

My tutor remained in the sunlight. He turned and stared at the palace towering high above us. Then he glanced back down at the medallion in his hand. He was hooked, but not completely. Naturally, I had more to say. “You’re the best teacher I’ve ever had, Adi,” I continued, gazing up at the golden griffin, “and I hope that when I sit on that throne one day, you will be right there by my side.”

Finally, my tutor smiled. A true, radiant smile. He hung the chain around his neck, and I felt a wave of satisfaction.

“I will repay this kindness, Keldor,” Adi answered. He held the medallion off his chest. “And I will wear this treasure always.”

“Thank you, Adi.”

“Do you know what I really like about what you just said, though?”

“No,” I lied. “What’s that?”

“You didn’t say if you sit on the throne. You said when.”
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The next few years passed quickly. Although my own understanding of our relationship had changed, Randor and I appeared to remain the best of friends. We enjoyed a few adventures to the farthest reaches of Eternia to learn more about the lands and species across our fascinating planet. We embarked on expeditions with the Red Legion, the finest soldiers in Eternos, to gain some experience in battle. Adi remained in the service of the crown, but his health failed more often. He’d leave the city for weeks at a time for one of his mysterious cures, then return refreshed and renewed. I followed him once. Not the whole way; far enough to guess where he was headed. Yet I kept his little secret. There was still more I hoped to learn. Besides, neither Randor nor I minded his extended absences. He was still our most demanding teacher. We enjoyed the breaks.

Our blissful youth came to a crashing end on the night we celebrated Randor’s eighteenth birthday. The party was spectacularly over the top. The entire city had been invited. Banquet tables wound like rivers around the courtyards. The music started in the morning and rang out until late into the evening. Hundreds of people sang and danced and feasted in honor of my brother’s entrance into adulthood. Adi watched from the fringes of the party. He’d reverted to his weakened state again, but I can’t imagine he was much of a dancer anyway.

The party itself was fine. The cake was a bit dry, the music too heavy on the drums, but otherwise it was an enjoyable affair. Even our tutors joined in the celebration. Well, all of them except Adi. The only person of any importance who failed to attend was the Guardian of Castle Grayskull. Early in the party, I pulled my father aside and pressed him about her absence, offering to deliver an invitation to the supposedly powerful sorceress myself, in case she hadn’t received one.

My father’s mood changed instantly. His brow furrowed. “The location of Castle Grayskull is not something a king reveals lightly, Keldor,” he snapped.

“I was joking!”

“That is not a joking matter,” he answered. “Protecting that castle is one of the king’s most important responsibilities, Keldor. You should know that.”

“I do,” I assured him. Then I glanced around the crowd. “I just thought maybe she’d make an appearance for once, you know?”

My father walked away. That certainly soured my mood for a while, but the celebrations continued. The party only began to fade at midnight. Most everyone was exhausted and stuffed with food, and my mother pulled me aside after hundreds of celebrants sang Randor a traditional Eternian birthday song. My brother was dancing—at least I think that’s what he was doing—in the middle of a ring of dozens of people. Given all the attention on Randor, Mother was worried I might be upset. “This is Randor’s day,” she said, “but we’ll have a celebration just as grand when you turn eighteen.”

“Or grander?” I joked.

“Yes, even grander!” my mother replied. She put her arm around my shoulders; I hated when she did this, but this time I didn’t shrug her off. “A cake that’s three levels high instead of two.”

“Four!” I added.

“Five!” my father chimed in, joining us. Thankfully, he seemed to have forgotten my joke about Grayskull. He reached forward and tousled my hair. This also annoyed me, but I didn’t complain. Usually he reserved the gesture for Randor. And it was his way of showing affection. He gazed at Randor reveling in the middle of the dance floor, then leaned toward me. “You know this is not a coronation, son.”

“I know that, Dad.”

“And yet it feels like one, doesn’t it?” Mother asked.

No point in lying. I shrugged. “A little.”

The ring had tightened. A few of the guards were tossing Randor into the air now. Really? This was a little much.

My father breathed in deeply through his nose. Briefly, he eyed the palace, looking in the direction of his chambers. “This party has nothing to do with the choice of the next king.”

“And no matter what is decided,” my mother added, “whether you or Randor assume the throne, you two will always be family.”

“Always,” my father added.

As I stood watching my dancing brother, my father stepped in front of me, blocking my view. He put a hand on my shoulder. My mother moved to stand beside him, then placed her hand on my other shoulder. In the middle of my brother’s big party, they were stopping everything to look at me. To let me know that I was important to them, too. And their gesture worked. The dancing, the music, the crowds all meant nothing. In one moment, my parents made me feel like I was at the center of the cosmos.

What I did not know was that this was the last night I’d see them alive.
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14.

Crying? No, I’m not crying. Have you seen the face of Skeletor? It’s literally a skull. I don’t even have tear ducts. And I sincerely hope you’re not turning emotional on me, reader. Don’t get soft. There are battles ahead!

Let’s get back to the party. The music stopped, interrupting my moment with my parents, as someone started shouting high above us. On the balcony outside the throne room, near the top of the golden griffin’s head, Adi was leaning over the railing. “Keldor!” he cried. “Randor! Come quickly!”

Always the hero, Randor raced up the stairs immediately.

Me? I rode the elevator with my parents. As we stepped out into the throne room, Randor was still scaling the last few flights. Adi was waiting for us. “Wait until you see this!”

“Adi, what’s wrong?” I asked.

“What’s happening?” my mother added.

Our tutor coughed. His skin practically shined with sweat. Was he feverish? “You don’t look well,” I noted.

“I’m fine,” he replied, “and I’m not sure what’s happening, but an unusual celestial object has entered our atmosphere.”

Huffing, Randor joined us on the balcony, hands on his knees. “An unusual what?” he asked.

“Did you call us up here for an astronomy lesson?” my father asked. “I haven’t even finished my cake.”

My mother made an unapproving noise. “What’s wrong with an astronomy lesson?”

Randor was peering through the glass. “What is that?”

I’d never seen my brother look through that telescope with anything that could be mistaken for curiosity. The only time I’d ever seen him use the instrument was to aim it down toward the courtyards to inspect the lunch booths for meat sticks with the ideal char and seasoning. “After all these years you’re suddenly interested in stars, Randor?”

“That is no star, Keldor.”

“An asteroid?” I asked.

He urged me to hurry and peer through the lens. So I did, and what I spotted astonished me. The telescope was aimed at the northern skies, above the Badlands. I adjusted the focus. The object was moving fast, but Adi had programmed the telescope to track it. Instead of spying some falling space rock in that envelope of fire, the lens revealed what looked like a ship.

“Where is that coming from?” I asked.

My mother peered through the instrument next, pushing ahead of King Miro. This was fair enough—she was the astronomer in the family.

“Is it from Avion?” King Miro asked, leaning over her shoulder, desperate for a look.

“No,” my mother replied, backing away to give him a turn. “That ship isn’t from Eternia at all.”

“How do you know?” I asked.

“The flight path,” Queen Mara replied. She stood back from the telescope and pointed at a thin, barely visible streak in the cloudless sky. “The winds are moving the trail as we speak, but you can see clearly that the ship didn’t originate in Eternian skies.”

“It’s an invasion!” Randor concluded.

“Or a visit,” my mother replied.

“Who or what would be visiting us?”

My mother shrugged. “That I don’t know. But it wouldn’t be anyone from this planet.”

King Miro stood tall and puffed out his chest as he turned to one of his soldiers. “What’s your name?”

The young man couldn’t have been much older than Randor and me. “D-Dolos, sir. Private Dolos.”

“Well, Dolos, go and get General Dekker. Tell him to prepare my Sky Sled and summon my best soldiers.”

“How many of them, sir?”

“I’d make sure you’re prepared, your highness,” Adi replied.

“Yes, good point,” my dad replied. “How many? All of them.”

Dolos rushed off to carry out the orders.

My father started toward the elevator.

A warm breath against my face poisoned the cool night air. “This is your chance, my pupil,” Adi whispered to me. “Your chance to show that you are the one who is fit to lead.”

Before I could process Adi’s words, Randor spoke.

His voice was firm, his tone unyielding. “No.”

My father stopped and turned around. “Excuse me, Randor?”

“I said no,” the birthday boy answered. “Mother, Father, you must stay here, where it’s safe. I’ll lead the soldiers to inspect the crash.”

“Randor, I don’t think—”

“I’m an adult now,” Randor replied. “I refuse to remain cowering here in the palace when Eternia could be in grave danger. You two are staying,” he concluded. “I’m leading this expedition.”

“And I’m going with him,” I added.

In the distance, the mysterious ship struck the ground in a spectacular explosion that rocked the palace walls. I’m not sure my parents noticed the impact or heard my words; they were too busy basking in the light of Randor’s glorious rise.
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Our Sky Sleds cruised low over the Badlands. Randor and I were in the lead, flanked by the skilled soldiers of the Red Legion. A thick trail of smoke rose on the horizon. As we neared the crash site, Randor looked across at me and nodded. No words were necessary. We accelerated past the general and his soldiers.

The ship had crashed on the far side of a tower of rock that had been carved out of the landscape sometime deep in Eternia’s past. The once black trail of smoke had turned gray. Approaching from two different angles seemed wise—we didn’t know what we’d find on the other side. I signaled Randor and motioned to the right of the tower. He understood instantly and turned left. Speeding between crags and over outcroppings of rock, I looped around the tower and found the ship smoking within a huge, elongated impact crater.

We thought—maybe even hoped—that we might be flying into a fight, but there was nothing threatening on the scene. The vehicle itself was mangled and dented. The metal hull had been torn open by the crash. Randor flew straight through the smoke, then hovered alongside me.

At my gesture, we circled the fallen ship.

No threatening alien warriors were lying in wait.

There was no sign of life at all.

By that point, the guards had caught up to us.

“Stay back,” Randor ordered them.

General Dekker instructed the Red Legion to maintain a wide perimeter around the crash site. Half of them landed their sleds and spread out on foot. The rest remained airborne. Randor and I set down a safe distance from the fallen vehicle. “Let’s have a closer look, brother,” he suggested.

“Are you sure it’s safe?” I asked.

“Of course not,” Randor answered. “But there’s only one way to find out.”

Actually, there were probably ten ways to find out if the ship was safe, but Randor was already creeping ahead, sword in hand.

The hull of the ship had symbols on the side. A series of family crests, maybe. Or flags representing some alien kingdom? One of the symbols alternated red and white stripes with some kind of blue pattern in one corner. The others featured a mix of different colors and shapes. Randor studied them as if he were trying to decipher their meaning. He was mumbling, too. I moved around to the opposite side of the ship and spotted a rectangular door in the hull—it was slightly open. “Brother! Get over here!”

General Dekker warned us to wait.

We ignored him. Randor held his sword at the ready.

I slipped my fingers through the small gap between the hatch and its frame as my brother began quietly counting. My guess is that he was counting to three. I yanked open the hatch at two.

No monster emerged from the ship.

No horrid alien, either.

Instead, we heard a small, weak groan.

Whoever was inside that ship was seriously injured.

Randor climbed through first. I jumped in after him and nearly fell backward as I collided with the stone wall that was my brother. He was frozen. Not by magic or fear, however. As I collected myself and stepped around my brother, I watched him staring in wonder at an admittedly beautiful young woman. She could have passed for an Eternian, although her brown hair was cut shorter than that of most girls our age. Her face was scratched and bruised. A thin line of blood trickled from one of her ears.

“Randor,” I said, elbowing him, “maybe you ought to help her?”

Instantly, my brother returned to reality. He hurried to her side and kneeled on the floor of the ship. “She needs medical attention!” he announced.

Yes, that much was obvious. The woman’s ship had just fallen from space. “So let’s take her to a doctor, brother.”

General Dekker was in the doorway. “There’s a military hospital just past the rocks to the west. It’s closer than the city. I’ll have a few of my soldiers show you the way.”

My brother already had the stranger in his arms. “We have to go now,” Randor insisted.

One of the Red Legion troop transports hovered beside the crashed ship. A soldier leaned out. I recognized Dolos, the young man from the palace. This would not be the last time he’d come to my brother’s aid. “We’ll get her there as fast as we can,” Dolos said.

My brother glanced back at me, but I urged him to go. I started for my Sky Sled, intending to follow him, when a distress call sounded from General Dekker’s radio. Something about the palace . . . and my parents. Randor and Dolos were gone, already speeding to the doctor. Dust clouds swirled in the wake of the transport. The distress call repeated. General Dekker was looking my way. “What is it?” I pressed. “What’s wrong?”

“Sir . . . Prince Keldor . . .”

“What? Speak, you jabbering jibwit. What happened?”

General Dekker lowered his voice as he answered. “Sir, your parents . . . the king and queen . . . they’ve been poisoned.”
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I wasted no time, jumping immediately on my hovercraft and speeding away. The palace was within view when the control panel on my Sky Sled began blinking. My knuckles were white as bone from gripping the handles. My pulse was racing. I had to remind myself to breathe. The screen hissed and crackled, then went black as the normally reliable vehicle nosedived. The sled careened over the stony ground, and I leaped to one side as the vehicle skidded straight into a rock and burst into flames.

The scene all around me was chaos. Sky Sleds and their pilots were crashing everywhere. One of the soldiers rushed over to help me. Her helmet was cracked. Her eyes were dazed. I scanned my surroundings. Not a single sled was still in the air. The vehicles were smoking ruins, and many of the soldiers appeared to be injured. General Dekker was walking in circles, completely dazed.

“What happened?” I shouted. “What was that?”

Dekker himself was useless; the soldier with the cracked helmet replied. “All the Sky Sleds shut down at once.”

“What could have done that?” I asked.

“It must have been some kind of electromagnetic pulse,” she suggested. “Something powerful enough to short an entire legion of Sky Sleds.”

A weapon that strong would take years to develop. The inventor would have to be brilliant and highly skilled. The person would need access to the kind of advanced technology you’d only find in the palace, too.

I gritted my teeth.

The city wasn’t too far away.

Plumes of smoke rose from the walls. The attack was widespread.

“What about my brother? Is Randor okay?”

“Our communications are fried, too,” she explained. “We don’t know.”

“Send soldiers to alert him.”

“Our vehicles are down,” she reminded me.

“Then tell your soldiers to run!” I yelled.

The sprint back to the castle felt short. The few members of the Red Legion who followed couldn’t keep pace with me. They pleaded with me to slow down so they could protect me, but I ignored them and returned to find the palace in a state of utter and complete disaster. All the Sky Sleds in the city seemed to have crashed. Smoke filled the alleyways, and the citizens of Eternos were out in the streets, despite the late hour, crying of the death of the king and queen.

Death? No, I would not let that happen.

I was not going to let them die.

There had to be some way to cure them. I rushed into the palace. The elevators had been disabled, too. Not a single powered, electronic device was working. I dashed up the stairs like my brother had done earlier that day. When I arrived at the top, barely winded, a half-dozen useless guards stood in the hall. The best doctors and healers were crowded into my parents’ room. Yet there was no energy in their movements. No urgency. “What’s happening? Why are you all standing around?”

“I’m sorry, Prince Keldor, but . . .”

The guards and doctors moved aside. King Miro and Queen Mara, my parents, had already been laid to rest. Shining golden coins had been placed on their closed eyelids. The blankets laid over them were perfectly arranged and unwrinkled. They didn’t look poisoned. They looked like statues. How long had it been? Half of an hour? And these fools had already given up hope? The doctors and supposed healers were even less competent than the guards who were supposed to have protected my mother and father. “That’s it?” I roared. “You’ve just given up?”

“Sir, there’s nothing to be done.”

“There has to be an antidote!”

A potion master stepped forward reluctantly. Head bowed, he replied, “We can’t craft the antidote if we don’t know the poison.”

I scanned the bystanders. Only three blue heads among them. Not one belonged to my tutor. “Where is Adi?”

“I’m not sure Adi will know how to—”

“Where is he?”

The potion master glanced at the others before replying, “We don’t know.”

But I could guess where he was; I was all but certain.

The room fell quiet as I crossed to the side of my parents’ bed. Their faces still held some of their color. Yet I could feel the life drifting out of them, as if their souls were already departing for a glorious afterlife in Preternia. It looked as though they were holding hands beneath the blankets. Had they passed this way, clutching each other?

What I felt next was not sadness. No—a raw, wild desire I’d never truly felt before was growing stronger inside me by the second.

I hungered for vengeance.

I stood back from the royal bed.

The entire room was watching me.

One of my father’s advisors stepped forward to address me. “Sir, the king is dead,” she said. “We must crown a new king.”

“That can wait,” I snapped. “First I’m going to catch the traitor who did this and drag him back here by his deceitful tongue.”
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The Sky Sleds were ruined. Any other vehicles would be too slow. I needed something that would travel at the speed of rage. A mode of transportation that would have survived the electromagnetic blast, too. No one dared interrupt me as I dashed back down the stairs, past the sobbing sycophants, and into my tutor’s private workshop.

The lab was dark, and I wasn’t surprised to find that Adi’s Stridor was gone. Yet mine remained—my control systems ensured I was the only one who could ride or even direct the mechanized beast. As the moonlight shone into the room through the open exterior doors, I noticed a huge tarp on the floor and one of Adi’s secret experiments unveiled. The massive coils of copper wire I’d seen on our first visit to the lab were now housed in some kind of metal structure and hooked up to a bank of batteries. It only took me a few seconds to realize what he’d done. The traitor had clearly been plotting his devastating act for years: He’d built his own electromagnetic pulse weapon right under our distracted eyes.

I should’ve known.

I should’ve stopped him.

My Stridor stomped its metal hooves. The horse, at least, was operational.

One of the advantages of bionic beasts, as Randor had guessed years before, is that they are impervious to electronic attacks. They don’t have normal computer control systems, so while Adi’s pulse weapon had floored the sleds, the blast of electromagnetic energy had no effect on the Stridors.

In the years since I finished building my horse, I’d added a few upgrades. I’d begun other projects as well, including a fully autonomous, kirbinite-enhanced robot that resembled a human.16 The Stridor was my real triumph, though—a mechanical marvel that imbued the best of its biological brethren with the top Eternian technology, including a unique laser system. Worried that Adi might not approve of me adding weaponry—he seemed intent on having the only Stridor with cannons—I designed a set that folded into the mechanical saddle of the beast. At the push of a button on my bracelet-like remote control, the miniature cannons would pop out. And my tutor didn’t have a clue I’d added them.

I climbed into the saddle and held tight as the robotic horse lunged forward. The Stridor leaped through the doorway and forward into the dark night. We bounded over rocks, jumped off cliffs, and soared across the widest river in Eternos with ease. Never once did I take my eyes off the path ahead. Not for a second did I tire. The traitorous tutor would pay for what he’d done, and I’d see to it that he answered my questions at last.

All of my questions.

My destination was the Fright Zone. I’d followed Adi to the edges of this terrifying landscape once before, when I was trying to learn where he was going for his extended cures. On that clandestine mission, I’d turned back before too long. The fact that he was sneaking off to the Fright Zone was information enough—I didn’t need to know exactly where he was headed. Plus, I’ll admit it now: I was mildly terrified. As a kid with little knowledge of his evil future, I didn’t see the underlying beauty of the place.

That fateful night, I raced forward undaunted.

The region was generally a no-fly zone for anyone in the royal circle, and an ideal retreat for someone who’d just poisoned the king and queen. As the landscape darkened, my mechanical horse slowed its pace. Where to go, exactly? There were no villages in the Fright Zone, no homes. Only one structure remained standing—a lair with a devious history. In the distance, it loomed darkly above the desolate lands. Randy and I had learned about Snake Mountain, the former headquarters of King Hssss and his army of Snake Men, but it wasn’t the kind of spot you visited on a school field trip.

My Stridor and I stopped at the edge of a cliff overlooking the perilous facade. Even then, in my teen years, I appreciated great architecture. What craftsmanship, too! The stone body of a snake wrapped around a castle carved from volcanic rock. Huge scales stood up along the serpent’s back and its body coiled back, as if its menacing head were ready to strike. The mouth of the snake was wide open, revealing terrifying fangs. The delightful river of bright green Havoc wasn’t yet pouring from its jaws. That little design flourish I added later. But the lair was still charmingly evil.

A narrow road wove between the bones of long-dead monsters to the base of the vile castle. On this path, far ahead, I spied a Stridor and my treacherous tutor holding its mechanical reins as the pair raced into Snake Mountain.

16 I’m still thinking of a good name for the robot. Suggestions welcome; I get my mail at Snake Mountain.
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At the entrance to the imposing lair, I dismounted, unsheathed my sword, and moved quietly forward. I wasn’t certain whether the element of surprise would be mine, but I didn’t want to openly alert Adi. I hurried inside with my Stridor beside me.

The former lair of the Snake Men was as hot as a sweltering summer day. Quickening our pace, we moved through the lower halls and passageways, then climbed a set of rough, crooked steps.

The place was deserted.

Where was that devious Gar?

Finally, I heard a distant churning.

A kind of humming sound, too.

My Stridor and I followed the noise up a smooth, winding path. The walls were damp, as if the stone itself was sweating. There was little light as I led the horse. The air remained stifling, and my Stridor could barely squeeze through the tight space. Yet we pressed on, and the sounds grew louder. Soon, the narrow hall curved left and opened into a cave-like chamber. Several small fireplaces had been hollowed out in the wall. Purple flames flickered and raged in each one. Adi’s Stridor stood beside a transparent yellow door in the rocky wall. The door reminded me of a cocoon, or perhaps the discarded shell of a beetle. Bright green steam clouded the interior of the room on the other side. Was Adi taking a shower?

The two Stridors moved to stand beside each other, as they always did in the workshop. I knocked a few times on the odd door. Nothing. A stone chair was set beside one of the small purple fires. A satchel hung from the arm and a tunic was draped across the back. The medallion, too. I grabbed the clothing and the amulet, then yanked open the door. Clouds of steam wafted out. A pool of glowing green fluid drained out of the room and spread across the floor. I stepped away, lest the vile liquid stain my shoes, then stood back, sword at the ready, as my tutor wearily stumbled out.

His blue face was covered in a thin layer of greenish slime. His skin shined, and while the green steam still covered him, I tossed him his tunic and the medallion. The last thing I wanted was to see my teacher with his shirt off.

“Hurry up, traitor!” I commanded.

Adi dressed quickly, pulling the tunic over his head, then—thankfully—the medallion. “You could’ve given me a few minutes, kid. I just got in.”

I despised it when he called me that. “What toxin did you use?”

He winced. “You’re not hoping to save them, are you?”

“I—”

“Move on, Keldor! Your parents are gone. They are happily reunited with their ancestors in Preternia. Your father is probably riding across the ethereal plains with Grayskull and the kings and heroes of Eternia’s past.”

The sword I’d been holding clanged on the floor. Without realizing it, I’d loosened my grip and dropped the blade. I stooped and grabbed the weapon again, steadied myself and stood upright. “I can try to save them. Tell me what you used.”

“Enough!” Adi shouted. “Don’t play the sensitive son with me, Keldor. You don’t really care. You haven’t even shed a tear.”

As he moved closer to the small fire, I lifted the back of my hand to my face. He was right; my eyes were dry as bone. I should have been crying. I’d lost my mother and father. My beloved parents. Was something wrong with me?

Adi responded as if he was reading my thoughts. “It’s a sign of strength, Keldor! Not weakness. Among all the royals, in all these years, you’re the brightest student I’ve ever had.”

“What do you mean . . . all the royals?”

“I tutored your father and his father and uncles, too. I’ve tutored the princes and princesses of Eternos for generations.”

That made no sense. I was certain he was lying. “My father never said anything about—”

“He didn’t know. None of them knew. I appeared in a different form each time, of course.” He paused before clarifying his statement. “A different skin, you might say.”

What in the name of Preternia was he talking about? My former tutor moved toward me. I backed away and pointed my sword. “I’ll slay you right now.”

“No, you won’t. You’re too curious, kid.”

“Don’t call me kid.”

“Prince, then? Fine. I get it. You’re still curious. You want answers,” he said, leaning forward and lowering his voice, “and I have them.”

“What poison did you use?” I demanded.

Adi laughed fiendishly. “That’s not the answer you’re looking for, Keldor. Besides, I told you. It doesn’t matter. No antidote will save them now. They’re in Preternia. But I will tell you why I did it. I poisoned them so that you could rule. Otherwise, Randor would rise to the throne.”

“That’s not true,” I answered. “The decision hasn’t been made.”

Adi removed a scroll from a satchel hanging on the back of the stone chair. Not just any scroll, either. This was the same one we’d studied in my father’s private chambers five years earlier. I’d glimpsed it a few times since, on the very same shelf—I would sneak inside to see if Father had secretly picked. “King Miro wrote his choice this very evening,” Adi said.

The scroll was sealed with wax. I hadn’t seen this before—and it suggested a decision had been made. “That can’t be true . . .”

Adi shrugged. “The choice is settled.”

Had they picked Randor? The timing made sense. He’d just turned eighteen. The way he’d insisted on leading the mission to explore the fallen ship was impressive. And I’d made that little joke about Castle Grayskull, too. But I couldn’t imagine my father would make such a momentous decision rashly. “What does it say?”

With a devilish smile, Adi tossed the decree into the purple fire.

The aged paper incinerated instantly.

I nearly burned off my hand trying to retrieve it. The effort was futile—the scroll had been reduced to ashes. I pointed my blade at Adi. “How could you?” My voice filled with fury and rage. “Who did they choose?!”

“That doesn’t matter! Now we get to choose. I’ve been waiting for someone like you, Keldor. Someone who understands power. I’ve been plotting this coup for years, lying in wait for the ideal moment to strike. The chance arrival of that ship proved perfect.”

Lying in wait . . . his words, his strategy, his obvious disdain for Grayskull, the fact that he fled here to recuperate, the occasional hissing sound he made when he laughed—these scattered hints confirmed my suspicion. “Are you some kind of snake lover, Adi?” I asked. “Is that what this is all about? I suspected you were more than a tutor. But this is pathetic. I hate to tell you, Adi, but the Snake Men have been dead for a thousand years. They’re not coming back.”

Now Adi laughed. An eerie, terrifying laugh. “A snake lover? No, Keldor. Not exactly. And I can assure you that not all the Snake Men perished. You’re looking at one right now, young prince, and not some mere slithering soldier.”

“What do you mean? Who are you?”

“I am the scourge of Eternia, the living nightmare, the only being to ever match the power of King Grayskull. I am King Hssss.”
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He introduced himself with such gravity, as if the revelation would be accompanied by lightning bolts and dramatic music. And yes, I was surprised. Absolutely. Briefly frightened, too. But I recovered quickly. In part because I didn’t really believe him. “Nice to meet you,” I replied. “How do you spell that? Two s’s? Three?”

“Four, actually,” he said. “No i, either.”

“Smart move,” I replied. “Vowels are overrated. Most words don’t need them. I admire your economy.”

The supposed king of the Snake Men nodded proudly in agreement, then noticed my growing smile. “Don’t mock me, kid.”

I raised my sword. “Don’t call me kid ever again.”

The Gar who claimed to be King Hssss stepped back and reclined on the stone chair near the fire. His form hadn’t changed. He still looked like my wretched tutor. “You’re wondering how I’ve survived this long,” he guessed. He pointed to the steam room. “A rejuvenation chamber,” he explained. “After my battle with Grayskull, the maniac left me for dead. When he fled the battlefield, I crawled for miles, over my fallen brethren, over rocks and stone, and back here to Snake Mountain. I had some business to attend to, and after that was finished, I sequestered myself in one of my stasis chambers. My injuries were nearly fatal. I had to remain inside for several centuries to heal, and when I crawled out, the world had changed. My species had been completely extinguished.”

He paused. Did he expect me to feel bad for him? I still didn’t believe him. And I certainly wasn’t going to give him any sympathy. “Go on,” I replied.

“The snakes were gone, so I adopted a new form, crawling into the skin of some soldier unlucky enough to cross my path, and traveled to the palace to become a teacher.”

“That’s an odd career path.”

He didn’t laugh. But we both knew I had a future in the business of delivering cutting one-liners.

Adi was waiting for me to ask a question. I thought of what he’d said about my ancestors. Why not play along with the story? “How many future kings did you teach?”

“Dozens upon dozens,” he said with a shrug. “But never for long. I’d know within a few months whether they had true potential. And if not, I’d leave. You see, Keldor, I was waiting for someone like you.”

Now the conversation was getting interesting again. We were talking about me. “But why?”

“Because together we will not only rule Eternia, but the entire universe!”

He held up his fist and shook it with menace. The gesture didn’t have the impact he’d intended, though. To me, his plans seemed a bit overdone. King of Eternos sounded perfectly fine to me. I didn’t need the entire cosmos. Then again, I was barely seventeen. My goals hadn’t fully developed yet.

With a dismissive shrug, I glared at him. “Why do I need you? I could take the throne myself. Especially if I return with the fiend who poisoned my parents.”

“So what? You’d have a title, but you’d be weak, like all the kings and queens before you. Remember what you said to me that day you gave me this medallion?”

He glanced down at the jewel. Of course I remembered that day—and that conversation—very well. “I said I wanted to rule with you at my side.”

“Yes! And if you want to wield true power, we need to get inside Castle Grayskull. Yet only the ruler of Eternos can gain access.”

Now it all became clear. “So that’s what this is all about? You’re using me to get into Grayskull? No, thanks.”

“Without me, that fortress will be one massive question mark! None of your ancestors have taken advantage of that castle and its true power. Why? Because they were scared! Of themselves. Of its terrible power. But I can teach you how to wield that power, Keldor. We can reveal Grayskull’s secrets, including . . .”

He stopped, as if he were changing his mind about revealing some important secret. He was toying with me. Yet I was no fool. I played along. Very well, too. I didn’t even roll my eyes. “Including what?” I asked with fake anticipation.

Now Adi smiled. “Including the location of the final pieces of a weapon that would give you the power to bend reality itself to your will,” he explained. “The Sigil of Hssss.”
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Oooohhhh, are you excited? I am. And I’m writing this story. But as I told you at the start, I do love a good tale. Especially a true one. As it turns out, the “business” he referred to included stashing one of the sigil pieces beneath his throne at Snake Mountain. Kinda wish he’d told me at the time—he would’ve saved us so much effort.

We’ll return to Snake Mountain and the rest of that fateful meeting very soon. First, let’s get back to my more recent quest for the Sigil of Hssss. When we last checked in, I’d beaten He-Man and the Masters of the Universe in our battle aboard the Eternia 2000.

Outwitted him, really.

No big deal. I do it all the time.

The Masters had the piece they’d stolen from me at Snake Mountain; they’d stashed it back at Castle Grayskull. Only the third and final fragment remained. Trap Jaw, Beast Man, and I returned to the palace because we had other important matters to attend to . . . my birthday! Officially, it was Keldor’s birthday. Once I’d transformed into Skeletor, Keldor was gone forever and my glorious new self had risen from his remains. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t celebrate my—I mean his—birthday.

The Dark Masters assured me they had big plans for my upcoming party, and the next few days were busy indeed. Ruling a planet leaves you with very little free time, and the preparations were nearly ruined because of a fight with the Masters over a toxic stench and some silly tree creature. When the celebration finally began, I have to admit, I was disappointed. This happened when I was younger, too. You spend days and weeks dreaming of the wonderful things you’ll do on your birthday, the fabulous presents you’ll receive, the sweetness of the cake . . . and then none of it quite lives up to those dreams and visions. When I was a kid, I’d pout and even whine. My father would call me a spoiled brat, but my mother always understood. She said it was natural; she confessed that she often felt let down after her own birthday.

Don’t tell anyone, but I do miss her. And my dad, too.

Argh . . . sentimentality! I despise it. Forget I ever mentioned that. Now, back to the birthday. Trap Jaw, Beast Man, several Royal Advisors, and I spent days planning the event. My wishes were very clear. As I mentioned earlier, I’m a benevolent ruler, so I decided to allow everyone in the city to bring me one present. Two if they were inspired. Also, I wanted a cake. Any cake, really. As long as it had three layers and a mix of vanilla and chocolate frosting. The Sword of Power was on my wish list, too, but I doubted my minions would be able to steal it for me. Oh, and I wanted to be surprised. Not by the party itself. I wanted at least one or two gifts that would make me shiver with delight.

The gifts from the citizens were disappointing. They had the foresight to use purple wrapping paper, but nothing really stirred me. One of them actually brought me a roasted fowlblart. What was I supposed to do with that? Beastie was happy, at least.

The birthday songs were . . . fine. I felt like no one’s heart was in it, though, you know? All in all, my birthday was shaping up to be another terrible disappointment when my trusted Trap Jaw presented me with one of the best gifts I’ve ever received. We were in the throne room. My people were overjoyed with anticipation and desperate to give me more presents. But there was one other gift I really wanted. He-Man had a giant tiger. The creature was beautiful! Fearsome. Strong. My nephew did not deserve that cat. And I wanted one of my own. “I’m still waiting on my Battle Cat,” I reminded Trap Jaw.

“Trust me,” he replied, “this is better.”

At his word, an unfamiliar vehicle off to the side of the throne room suddenly illuminated with the delightful green glow of Havoc. The custom vehicle had the body and head of a panther. A purple one! Great golden horns that matched the ones on my staff curled out from the demonic panther’s head and connected with a single, enormous, Havoc-powered wheel at the front. Battle Cat was a kitten compared to this mechanized monstrosity! I was delighted. If I had a lower lip, I would’ve bitten it.

Trap Jaw offered a few details about its features. Something about RPMs. I wasn’t listening. What I wanted to know was what to call this magnificent new vehicle. Trap Jaw suggested something utterly pedestrian. I dismissed it. Then a glorious name occurred to me. “What about the Painthor?”

“Like panther?” Trap Jaw asked.

“But with pain,” I added.

All around us, the people cheered.

The long line of citizens and their pathetic gifts no longer interested me.

I wanted to take the Painthor for a ride!

Then my loyal bestie, Beast Man, rushed into the throne room. My Dark Masters are constantly vying to be my favorite. Poor Beastie couldn’t stand to see me so pleased with Trap Jaw’s offering, and he rushed to my side with one of his own. “Beast Man has an even better present for Skellie,” he cried. “Behold!”

“Is that a rock?” Trap Jaw asked.

The glorified mechanic couldn’t spot a magic relic when he saw one. Yes, Beastie was giving me a rock, but a very special one. “It’s a wish stone,” I informed him . . .
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. . . sorry! I was rudely interrupted again. Where were we? Ah, right. The wish stone. Beast Man explained that he’d gotten it from Evelyn’s private collection of ancient relics. Unfortunately, he hadn’t talked to the exiled magician about how the object actually worked. Instead, he simply tossed it to me with no instructions whatsoever. I mean, really, who does that?

What happened next was partially my fault. I’ll admit that. But only this one time, and only because my so-called accident spawned a brilliant stroke of luck. The wish stone channeled my heart’s secret desire, and I was whisked away to Castle Grayskull itself! We’d been unable to find the magical fortress, and blasting that infernal pile of stones into dust had been at the top of my to-do list for a while. Unfortunately, I soon discovered that I wasn’t really there. Some strange kind of magic was at work.

Duncan was the only Master at home. We battled briefly. I won, obviously. After he freed himself from a pile of rubble, I demanded an explanation.

“We seem to be stuck in some kind of cosmic lockdown,” he replied, cowering.

I raised my Havoc staff. “So unlock us!”

“I can’t do that if you turn me into a statue.”

Fair point. As the misguided genius investigated our predicament, I found the sigil piece they’d stolen from me. Unfortunately, whenever I tried to grab it, the thing zapped me. An odd cosmic lockdown indeed. Soon I concluded that the only way to retrieve the piece was to find Castle Grayskull in the real world. I needed to stomp right in over the jawbridge and grab it in person. But where was the castle? That I still didn’t know, and extracting this information from inventor boy proved difficult. He did not want to give up Grayskull’s hiding place.

But I remained completely focused on the task.

I did not let it slip that it was my birthday.

I didn’t lament more than once that I was missing my party.

Any rumors about Duncan baking me a cake are lies.

We did not play a game of Ork-0 Polo, either.

No, of course not. I told you: I stayed focused!

Eventually, Duncan and I were discussing the stone when my cunning prevailed. At the time, he explained that he was trying to use the wish stone to bring back Eldress.

“Who’s that?” I asked.

“The old sorceress,” he replied.

This didn’t make sense to me at the time. I’d destroyed the Sorceress of Grayskull ten years earlier, when I stormed the castle and began my admittedly bumpy but ultimately successful rise to power. So, this was news. “She’s alive?” I asked.

“She’s more of a ghost,” Duncan explained. “But no one knows what happened to her after she warped the castle away.”

My reply was subtle and bewitching. “To the Mystic Mountains,” I said, as if this were public knowledge.

“No, to Avion.”

The boy’s face turned blank.

He had unwittingly revealed the great secret.

I knew he would, too—supposedly smart children love to correct adults.

Castle Grayskull was in the cloud kingdom.

That meant the sigil piece was there, too.

All I had to do was go and take it myself.

The Battle of Avion was about to begin.
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Back in Snake Mountain, on the night of my parents’ death, my tutor was weakening quickly. Slime-like fluid dripped from his blue skin. He sat heavily in his chair, lacking the strength to stand. “Tell me more about this Sigil of Hssss,” I demanded.

“The sigil gives its bearer unlimited cosmic power. The power to raise an undead army. The power to overcome death!”

I recalled the scene in the painting. If Grayskull wielded the sigil, and it gave its user eternal life, then where was the old king? Why wasn’t he still marching around, enjoying his eleventh century as Emperor of Eternia? At the time, I hadn’t yet learned the true story of what happened to Grayskull. “I still don’t understand why he didn’t keep the sigil for himself.”

“That question, Keldor, is exactly why I stayed with you!”

“I don’t understand.”

“He was too weak! Or perhaps he was too battle-brained to realize what he held in his grasp. But you, my student, are both strong and smart. You understand, Keldor.” My tutor struggled as he rose from the chair. He slung the satchel over his shoulder. “I’d like to show you something.”

As he shuffled across the room, I noticed that his feet were peeling; the skin below had an unsettling green sheen, as if some inner snake was trying to shed its Gar disguise. Was it that strange steam? Or was he telling the truth about his identity? I shivered slightly, then gritted my teeth. “Where are you going?” I asked.

My tutor said nothing at first, merely waved me along. Our Stridors followed—I made sure of that. The rough stone walls were damp. The air was steamy and thick. Adi stopped several times to gather his breath, complaining again that I’d cut short his rejuvenation. But if he expected an apology, I wasn’t going to offer one. The traitor had poisoned my parents! Did he expect us to be bros?

Eventually we emerged in a grand, cavernous space. My tutor stepped aside to let me drink in the view. At one end of the room stood a throne made of bones—the remains of fallen victims and horrifying, monstrous beasts, I guessed. Piles of skulls lay on either side, and the throne was at least as large as the one at the palace. The gilded griffin, which I’d always thought to be so magnificent, now seemed weak compared to this monstrosity. I shivered briefly. Not from fear or intimidation. No. What I experienced was something closer to anticipation. I felt a strange connection to the terrifying seat, as if some hidden part of me knew it would one day be mine. Destiny was already calling to me; I simply hadn’t learned how to listen yet.

The sight of the throne of King Hssss and the thought of its golden twin back at the palace brought me back to the man who’d sat in that righteous seat and ruled over Eternos these past few decades.

My father, King Miro.

The man who’d been brutally poisoned.

I tightened my fists.

My tutor limped to an opening at the far end of the cavern. Our Stridors stopped, wary of moving any closer. Carefully, I followed him. We stood at the edge. A large stone fang curved up to my left, another to my right.

We were standing in the mouth of the snake.

He pointed into the distance. “Eternos lies beyond the horizon,” he said. “All those wonderful years I ruled from this lair, I was never quite satisfied, since I knew that Grayskull sat on his own throne in the distance, ready to challenge my every move. But with you as king, Keldor, my empire and yours can at last be united!”

He was clearly losing it. But I played along. “Your empire? I hate to remind you, but the Snake Men are gone.”

His tongue flicked out in a weirdly snake-like motion. He really was playing the part. “Insolent child!” he shouted. “Once we access Castle Grayskull and find the sigil pieces, I’ll be able to raise my Snake Men. I will have an invincible army of undead soldiers at my command!”

He should have said we and our. Then I might have humored him. But it was too late now—he’d betrayed his real intentions. My teacher didn’t want us to rule together. He planned to use me to get into Grayskull, tap into its power, reconstruct the Sigil of Hssss, and control Eternia all by himself. “Enough lies,” I snapped.

That long, slithering tongue flicked again. This was getting weird.

“You’re smarter than the rest of your ancestors, too,” he replied. “I should have known.”

“You’ll never breach the walls of Grayskull. You’re coming with me.”

I started back toward our Stridors.

“Where do you think we’re going?” he demanded.

I called back to him over my shoulder as I walked to my Stridor. “You are going to return to Eternos with me and surrender to the Royal Eternian Guard.”

A stone beside me exploded.

A weapon? How interesting.

“You’re not going anywhere,” he replied.

Slowly, with my hands held high, I turned. He was aiming a blaster at me.

In retrospect, I probably should’ve checked that satchel. My bad.

But I still had a backup plan—a true schemer always does.

“You can’t kill me,” I reminded him. “You need me.”

“I don’t need you. What I need is for Keldor to return to the palace with the Gar who poisoned his parents. Then he will be recognized as a hero and appointed heir to the throne.”

Didn’t we go over all that already? Maybe that rejuvenation chamber had muddled his brain. “Yes, I know. Then I can enter Grayskull, blah, blah, blah . . . can we go now?”

“No!” He fired another blast at my feet. “I’ve come up with a new plan, Keldor.”

“Oh, really? And what’s that?”

“I’m going to shed this Gar skin and borrow yours. Then I will ascend to the throne of Eternos and you, my pupil, will cease to exist.”

Oh.

That was . . .

So he was going to . . .

Now this whole delusion was getting out of hand. “You know what? Never mind,” I replied. “Let’s go back to your first plan.”

He tossed aside the blaster. The face of the Gar I knew as Adi suddenly started to twist and stretch. I’m generally fearless, but I covered my eyes for a moment, and when I looked again, my tutor had become two people. The Gar was on his back on the stone floor. His eyes were open. The poor, once-possessed soul was still alive. He rolled, then began to crawl away from the monstrous creature beside him before collapsing, unconscious, on the stone.

So, my tutor wasn’t lying.

He wasn’t delusional, either.

I was actually facing King Hssss.

I’d seen various depictions of the evil emperor. The painting at the palace turned out to be fairly accurate, but studying him there in front of me was shocking. He had the head of a snake and the torso of a human. His skin was covered in rough, shining scales. A thick tail had replaced his two legs. Instead of arms, the heads of hissing, venomous serpents stretched and writhed.

While he’d shed his Gar skin, though, he still wore my medallion. The chain was tight against his now-thickened neck. The vile impostor flicked his tongue. “Come closer, Keldor. I’d rather not damage my new skin. Let’s make this as painless and peaceful as possible.”

The creature wanted to wear me like a costume. How was that peaceful? I remained in place. Then I faked a sad, regretful smile as I stared at the gift he’d accepted years earlier, outside the workshop. “You’re still wearing the medallion I gave you. I was counting on that.”

He stared down at the amulet briefly. “Normally I hate sentimentality,” he hissed. “But I’ve enjoyed our time together.”

“Me too,” I lied.

“When you first gave it to me, I was going to toss it away, but I do like the way the crystal . . .” A look of clarity washed over my enemy’s face. His eyes narrowed. “Wait, what did you say? You were counting on what?”

“Why don’t I show you what I mean?”

A single push of a button on my electronic bracelet remotely flicked on the amulet. The pinpoint of bright red light in the center of the crystal shined at the same wavelength Adi used to activate his Stridor’s lasers. And it worked with mine, too, since I’d copied his weapons systems.

Immediately, both horses turned to King Hssss.

The hidden laser cannons in my Stridor’s saddle popped out.

One of King Hssss’s writhing snake arms reached for the amulet.

His mistake; I clicked the button again, and our Stridors pelted the fiend with lasers. These were moderate blasts; I merely wanted to defeat him, not destroy him. Quickly, Hssss dropped down to one side. His snake arms were baring their menacing fangs. He was hurt. Not mortally, though. “Reach for that amulet again and the Stridors won’t stop firing until you’re grilled to a crisp.”

His many-eyed arms stared at me. “You tricked me,” he muttered, almost to himself. “You betrayed me.”

“Betrayed you? You were literally about to make me into a costume.”

Predictably, he hissed. “When did you know?”

“I didn’t know you were Hssss until just now,” I admitted. “But I’ve suspected you were more than a tutor for years. That’s why I built the amulet. Call it an insurance policy. I do hope you keep it, by the way.”

The injured snake snarled. “You’re nothing! I’ve outlasted generations of you weak royals.”

“Yes, by outsmarting them,” I said. Then I held up the bracelet. “But you can’t out-scheme me, Hssss, and I’m going to see that you spend the rest of your life in a cold, dark dungeon beneath the palace, while I’m sitting on the throne above you, ruling the planet you once thought would be yours.”

The snake king made a last, desperate attempt to strike back.

He lunged forward with incredible speed, and I was so caught up in my brilliantly devastating speech that I reacted too late. At the last instant, I held up my sword to block him. Two of his snake arms clamped their powerful jaws right down on the blade as he shoved me to the ground. My head slammed against the stone, but this was the least of my troubles. I couldn’t move. Hssss was pinning me, and he was as strong as a hundred men. The two snakes gripping my blade tossed the useless weapon aside, and it slid off an edge and down into some unseen pit. Then the beast’s other arms snapped and hissed. Compared to the king himself, though, these reptiles seemed harmless.

His eyes glowed yellow. His fangs looked sharper than any sword. And his jaw appeared strong enough to crush a stone. He leaned in slowly, and his breath smelled positively rancid. I thought for a moment that my brief but glorious life was nearing its end. In an attempt to stall, I winced dramatically.

King Hssss pulled back. “What?” he asked.

“Nothing.”

“Tell me!”

“Your breath,” I confessed. “You might want to try chewing mint leaves.”

One of his snake arms coiled itself closer to his mouth. He exhaled.

If I had a chance, this was it—I freed my left arm and tried to wallop the monster and roll away. Then one of those mindless snake arms made a grave mistake, clamping its jaws around my wrist. Or, more specifically, the electronic gauntlet that controlled the Stridors.

The bionic beasts aimed.

The yellow eyes of King Hssss widened.

I pressed myself flat against the floor as a hailstorm of lasers flew over my head and straight at my attacker. Hssss and his snake arms released their hold on me. He recoiled and slithered back. Yet the Stridors didn’t stop—the button was stuck. They kept blasting. At first, I didn’t move—the lasers were practically skimming my bangs as they streaked past. King Hssss was crying out in pain, cursing me and my brother and the kings and queens of Eternia’s past. Then I heard metallic hooves clomping steadily forward. The Stridors marched past me.

Carefully, I rolled to my side, then sat upright.

The emperor of the Snake Men was flailing.

He was slithering back toward the mouth of the stone snake carved in his honor.

The yellow light in his eyes was dimming.

Strange, monstrous cries issued forth from his many-fanged maw.

He tried to rip the amulet from his neck, but the chain was too tight.

The lasers blasted against his reptilian hide.

Then he backed up too far. His huge tail slipped over the edge. He lost his balance and fell from the mouth of the stone snake.

King Hssss did not scream, but I did detect an audible thud.

The Stridors ceased their barrage now that the amulet was out of range.

Only then did I inspect my remote control bracelet; the device had been completely destroyed by the snake’s bite, and the creature had unknowingly triggered the Stridors to fire. Lucky me!

As I stepped forward, the thought occurred that the undying emperor of the snakes might have survived, but when I leaned over the edge, I realized my victory was final. King Hssss lay motionless on the ground, far below. The Stridors stood beside me, watching. I elbowed my horse in its flank. “Wouldn’t want to meet him in a dark tunnel, eh?”

Not even a laugh! But the bionic beasts had saved my life, so I forgave them. I climbed into my Stridor’s saddle. At the far side of the room, the Gar was conscious again. He was crawling away. The poor soul was probably a little confused, too. What a scene he’d just witnessed! I hurried over.

He could hardly speak. “What happened?” he mumbled. “Where am I?”

“Rest, my friend,” I replied in a soothing tone. “All will be revealed in time. You’re safe now.”

Carefully, I helped him up onto the other Stridor. Then we raced down and out of Snake Mountain.

Below the jaws of the snake, Hssss had not moved. My Stridor and I approached carefully. The venomous emperor had played dead before and I wasn’t going to be duped like Grayskull. My Stridor nudged the body with a metallic foreleg. Nothing; I urged it forward to push Hssss again. The fallen king’s enormous tail did not move.

Yet one of his snake arms twitched and raised its fearsome head.

My loyal Stridor stomped the creature as if it were a mosquito.

The effect was brutal. The squish actually made me shiver, and I almost felt bad for the reptilian ruler. This flash of sympathy turned quickly to relief and then to pride. King Hssss had been haunting Eternia, and the halls of Eternos, for far too long. I was returning him to the darkness, where he belonged. Overhead, vultures were already circling. The snake king was dead, and I had a busy night in front of me. Signaling the second Stridor to follow us, my bionic beast and I raced triumphantly back toward the palace. At the crest of the nearest hill, I looked back toward Snake Mountain. The vultures had begun to feast.
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On the off chance that wasn’t clear enough, yes, he was dead. Really. Later, I sent a few soldiers back to the mountain to check, and they returned with some very gruesome evidence. So, no trick endings or comebacks for the snake king, reader. His days were well and truly done.

When we returned to the castle, the people still crowded the streets. The Stridors raced up through the winding paths to the palace. The sun was rising, casting the city in a soft pink light, yet it seemed as if all of Eternos had rejected the thought of sleep. They were out in the streets to mourn their fallen king and queen, but the somber mood brightened as I approached. A shared look of hope gleamed in their eyes.

Their hero had returned.

The blare of trumpets rang from the watchtower, announcing my arrival, and crowds of soldiers, artisans, and government advisors were waiting for me as I rode to the palace. The courtyard below the golden griffin was packed with Eternians of all ages and colors. General Dekker rushed out to meet me. “He’s been waiting for you, Keldor,” he said.

“Good.”

“Your parents . . .”

“I know,” I answered. “They’re dead.”

The Gar we knew as Adi started bothering me with questions halfway back to the palace, and I’d told him that he needn’t worry, that it would all be explained before too long, and that he’d be celebrated as a hero. The poor soul actually believed me, too. Now I dismounted and pointed at him dramatically. “My parents were poisoned by our trusted tutor, Adi.”

As several members of the Royal Eternian Guard grabbed him, the Gar started protesting and proclaiming his innocence. He said his name wasn’t even Adi, which was probably true. King Hssss had likely adopted that moniker when he’d slipped into the Gar’s skin. But everyone at the palace knew him as Adi.

Then he started ranting about Snake Men. I turned to General Dekker and rolled my eyes. “He has lost it.”

“Please!” the Gar cried. “I’m innocent!”

“Guards,” I announced heroically, “take him away!”

My brother burst through the doors of the palace as I delivered the order. General Dekker rushed to his side, relaying the details of what had just happened. Randor stood listening, watching me. The people cheered all around me, thankful that the brave prince had caught the murderer of their beloved king and queen and brought him back to be rightfully punished. The people loved me. I was tempted to bow.

My brother stared at me blankly.

Your move, Randy.

He turned to listen to someone behind him. How many advisors did he need? After a brief moment, he reached back and urged this figure forward. A stunningly beautiful woman stood by his side. No, not just beautiful. Powerful. Radiant. As if some inner light was shining within her. This creature was like no man or woman I’d ever seen, and Randor himself was clearly smitten.

My brutish brother was actually blushing; his cheeks were the color of a ripe apple. His smile shone through what he called a beard, and I noticed for the first time that he was holding hands with this stranger. He wasn’t treating her as a mere advisor, either. She stood there, at his side, as if she were his equal.

There was a blemish above her right eye.

A bruise or cut of some kind.

Of course! This was the mysterious pilot.

The woman we’d found in the spaceship.

Quite a night for Randor. He’d lost his parents and fallen in love in the stretch of a few hours. A small consolation for the loss he was about to incur.

“Welcome back, brother,” Randor said at last. “I see you’ve been busy.”

Nodding to the pilot, I replied, “You, too. You’ve made a friend?”

“Her name is Marlena.”

“She’s not from Avion, is she?”

“No,” the pilot answered. “She is definitely not from Avion. And she can speak for herself, thank you.”

“I’m sorry,” Randor replied. “I didn’t mean to—”

A loud cough from yours truly interrupted their little lovers’ quarrel. My brother and this stranger had known each other for merely a few hours and they were already intolerable. Is this what love was like? Gross. No, thank you.

“Yes, well, nice to meet you Marlena,” I replied. “Welcome to Eternos. I’m Randor’s better-looking younger brother, Keldor.”

“I’ve heard wonderful things about you,” she replied.

They’d only met a few hours earlier. Had they already shared all their secrets and desires? Ugh. “Yes, well, moving on . . .”

Next, I heard something delightful. Something more pleasant than any song. As the Gar was dragged away, the people began chanting my name. “Kel-dor! Kel-dor!”

This was going to be easier than I thought! I released the reins of my Stridor and approached the palace, ready to demand what was rightfully mine. At the steps, I paused, as it appeared that Randor had a surprise for me. My brother turned around, leaned over, and clasped something with his hands. A sword, perhaps? A blaster? I really hoped I wasn’t going to get shot at again. When my brother turned back around, however, I was surprised to see he wasn’t wielding a weapon.

He was holding the crown.
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Marlena stepped back, and Randor looked briefly to General Dekker. The crowd fell silent as Randor raised his voice. He was speaking not just to me, but to all who were there. “The coronation of the new king must happen as soon as possible,” my brother declared. “Eternos cannot be without a ruler for long.”

Did he think I was unaware of how our kingdom functioned? That was the whole reason I’d raced back on the Stridor in the first place. “I know that.”

“Your father had named one of you to be his successor,” the general added, “but he’d sealed his pronouncement, according to the custom, and none of us were made aware of his choice.”

“The scroll has since been lost,” Randor added.

Although I was supremely tempted to shrug, or maybe look away, I resisted the urge. Instead I opened my eyes wide, feigning surprise, then focused on my brother. “So, Randy, what now?”

The general interrupted again. “We were going to appeal to the Sorceress of Grayskull to make the decision. She has the right to choose the next king.”

I knew that, too. Didn’t love the rule. Why did some mystical being living in a magic castle have any say over who sat on our throne? She didn’t even have the decency to attend my brother’s birthday. “Yes, well, I’m not so—”

“Then you returned,” Randor said.

“Of course I returned! I only left in order to bring to justice the creature who poisoned our parents.” Creature—that was a poor choice of words. I preferred to keep the role of Hssss a secret. Blaming it all on the Gar was easier. The less my brother knew about, well, anything, the better. “Now what?”

“Now we make you king,” the general answered.

Suddenly I liked this guy. “Me?”

Randor held out the crown. He moved down the steps.

Suspicious, I backed away. What sort of trick was he planning?

My brother smiled—a genuine smile. I could read the truth in his eyes as easily as the words in a book. He was disappointed. That much was clear. Randor wanted to be king. Very much. And yet for some strange reason he’d come to the conclusion that I deserved the honor instead.

“This is no prank, Keldor,” my brother said, recognizing my wariness. “You’re to be king. You tracked the traitor who poisoned our parents, and now he will be brought to justice. You deserve this, brother.”

Nobly, Randor walked down the last few steps and held out the crown. I studied his eyes. He was telling the truth. My brother was giving his blessing. The issue was resolved. I’d . . . won.

Fair and square.

Well, with a bit of cheating.

A few lies, too.

But other than that, I’d call it an honest victory.

My hands were shaking as I reached forward to take the crown. The metal was cool to the touch. A chill ran through my fingertips and all through my body, an almost electric sensation. Then a strange blinding light erupted all around us. The crown slipped from between my fingertips and my brother’s loosening grasp, rising into the air as an ethereal, otherworldly voice proclaimed, “STOP!”
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The Sorceress of Grayskull materialized just in time to ruin my party. She hadn’t chosen her normal human form, either. Instead, she appeared as a human falcon, with her majestic Wings of Zoar stretching across the courtyard, between the palace and the surrounding walls. Some of the people cowered in fear. Most watched with wonder and awe. The Sorceress of Grayskull spent most of her time guarding the castle that bore my ancestor’s name and harbored so many of the secrets of Eternia. This was busy work, I guess. She hadn’t visited Eternos in ages, not even for a quick coffee, and certainly not in this majestic, ethereal form. Sure, the spectacle was impressive. Sorceress was no mere magician. Her abilities stretched beyond illusions and conjuring. She had raw, pure power—the sort people both respected and feared. But honestly, she could’ve dialed it down a little. There was no need to show off.

The guardian of Castle Grayskull was interested in Randor’s new friend. Sorceress shined a beam of purple light upon the stranger. “Step forward,” she ordered.

“It’s safe, Marlena. She’s not here to harm anyone,” Randor said. “She’s our protector.”

Yes, technically. But why was she interfering with my coronation?

A few people in the crowd bowed. Really? I rolled my eyes.

The pilot moved carefully down the steps.

“You’re not from this planet, are you?” Sorceress asked.

Marlena looked around her. She widened her eyes and, oddly, let out a slight chuckle. “No. Definitely not.”

“What’s your name, visitor?”

The pilot reached out as if she were going to shake Sorceress’ hand. Realizing her error, she pulled it back awkwardly. “Marlena.”

A completely unnecessary and overly dramatic crack of thunder followed. “Then it is as I envisioned,” Sorceress replied.

My brother had backed toward the steps. The crown hovered in the air between us. I was tempted to leap for it, but didn’t want to look desperate. “Thanks for joining us, Sorceress,” I said. “Nice to see you. Really. We’re all honored. If you wouldn’t mind letting us know, though . . . why is it that we’re stopping?”

“We’ve chosen our king,” Randor added.

“Yes,” I replied with a clap. “Me.”

For effect, I added a slight bow.

The crown began floating toward Randor’s square head.

“Wrong way,” I noted. “That’s Randor. I’m Keldor, and we’ve already agreed that I’m to be coronated.”

A louder crack of thunder sounded. The magical wings of the gigantic falcon spread out wider. “Then you were all mistaken.”

“Frankly, I think we’ve made a great choice,” I replied.

“Silence! Randor is to be king.”

“Silence? Nobody silences me. By what authority do you—”

The thunder boomed once more as she replied, “BY THE POWER OF GRAYSKULL!”

Her voice shook the surrounding buildings. That was the first time I’d ever heard that cursed phrase, yet I had to admit it was catchy. The words startled me. When I started to challenge her, my lips were magically sealed. Not even a whisper issued from my mouth. Sorceress had silenced me.

No one else protested on my behalf.

No one dared.

Wide-eyed, I glanced at General Dekker. His expression confirmed what I’d feared. He looked briefly sympathetic, then turned to my brother. The Sorceress of Grayskull had invoked her ancient right to choose the king, and the crown had been stripped from my grasp. The kingdom would soon belong to Randor.

In another great flash of light, Sorceress vanished.

Needless to say, I didn’t stay to watch the ceremony. I mounted my Stridor, switched out the malfunctioning bracelet for a backup I’d stashed in the saddle, and prepared to track down the conniving Sorceress. An internal compass was pointing me in one direction only.

Castle Grayskull.

The general and several advisors insisted that it wouldn’t be right for me to leave and that I should witness my brother’s coronation.

Randor begged, too. He practically threw himself in front of my Stridor. “Keldor,” he pleaded, “I know this isn’t the decision you were hoping for, but these are the laws of the kingdom. We have to respect her choice.”

“Respect her choice? We haven’t seen that glorified witch in ages. Now she suddenly decides to show up and steal the crown from me?” I spun my Stridor around, ready to race away. “I’m going to Castle Grayskull to have a few words with her, Randor, and you cannot stop me.”

“Brother, please,” he replied, “I understand your frustration, but searching out Castle Grayskull is not the answer. It’s our duty to protect that castle! Not only from our enemies, but even from ourselves—”

“From ourselves?” This was the fool the Sorceress had chosen to rule? He was actually afraid of wielding true power. I was more convinced than ever that I deserved the throne. “That castle serves the king, Randor. Not the other way around.”

My brother edged closer to my Stridor. I was half-tempted to ping him with a laser. He clasped his hands in front of his chest and lowered his voice to a solemn whisper. “Mother and Father might be gone, but we are family, Keldor. I want you to be here, brother. Please?”

He meant it, too.

I steered my horse around him and raced out of the city.

Never mind the Sorceress and her magical decree.

From the day I was born, Grayskull was destined to be mine.

Now the castle itself seemed to be calling me.

A strange magic was at work—a force I’d need to learn more about.

My Stridor’s energy was limitless, its speed unmatched. We rode to the farthest reaches of the Badlands. There was no sign of civilization or life, and yet I began to feel as if the castle was near. Thick clouds obscured the view ahead of us. I slowed my bionic horse, dismounted, and led the machine to the edge of a stone cliff. The opposite side was hidden in some kind of dense, magical fog. Without fear, I approached the edge and peered down. The chasm below looked infinite. I sensed her again. Or something, at least—a vast and mysterious power. “Sorceress!” I yelled. “Reveal yourself!”

The wind rose.

“Stop hiding from me, you coward! Where are you?”

The clouds ahead of me lifted and cleared as a castle resembling a monstrous stone skull appeared above the chasm. This, I knew, was the legendary Castle Grayskull. The jaw of the stone skull lowered and touched down against the edge of the cliff. This was the famed jawbridge. Funny; I hadn’t thought it would actually be a jaw.

The lowering of the bridge was clearly an invitation.

I stepped forward. Instantly, some annoying magic blasted me back, and I was slammed against the stony ground some thirty feet away. Stunned, I shook my head and stood up. I clicked the buttons on my new wristband and watched as my loyal Stridor fired from all of its laser cannons at once.

My bionic beast’s attack did absolutely nothing. Grayskull was protected within some kind of magical bubble. The blasts struck with all the ferocity of raindrops.

Sorceress emerged from the castle and stood at the top of the jawbridge. She was in her normal, human form, and she waved her staff at my robotic protector. My Stridor’s laser cannons folded back into the saddle. The beast itself was frozen in place, as if all of its mechanical muscles had stalled.

Her eyes gleamed with intensity. “You were drawn here to the castle,” she said.

“Duh,” I quipped. “Probably because I’m supposed to be king.”

Sorceress appeared distant, even for a magician who lived in a hidden castle. Then she nodded. “The old king has died, and your brother’s coronation—” she paused, closing her eyes briefly “—has just been completed. Briefly, you both had access to Grayskull, while you both had claim to the throne. Now that he is king, only Randor may enter.”

This was not very encouraging news. But I was a quick thinker. “Yes, I know. I’m here to warn you! He plans to enter Castle Grayskull and harvest its power—”

“Liar!” she shouted.

Well, yes. And I was a very good one, too. How did she know? “Guilty,” I confessed with a shrug.

“I heard what you said to Randor back at the palace. Your brother is the one who understands that Castle Grayskull is to be protected and that its power must not be abused for personal gain. I wouldn’t be surprised if he never crosses this jawbridge himself.”

“What’s the point of having access to unstoppable power if you’re not going to use it?” I asked. “Also, do you listen to all of our conversations? Talk about overstepping—”

A flash of light streamed out of the castle. “Henceforth, Keldor, you will only be able to cross this threshold with permission. And I do not grant you that privilege.”

Enough Grayskull lectures and idle threats. She had explaining to do. “You stole the crown from me. Why?”

“A vision,” Sorceress said. “It’s not entirely clear, but a great power will soon rise on this planet, and Randor must be king if Eternos is to survive.”

“Not entirely clear? If it isn’t entirely clear, you should have told us! I can tell you right now, and I will be perfectly clear, that I would protect Eternia against this power. Give me the crown.”

“The arrival of the pilot has changed everything, Keldor.”

My brother’s new girlfriend? I couldn’t see how some random pilot dropping out of the sky should affect the royal succession. “What are you talking about? And what is this terrible threat? I’m still a prince. I have the right to know.”

Sorceress looked back into the castle. She shook her head. “I cannot see the threat nor the face of the champion who will rise against it. All I know is that if Eternia is to remain safe, Randor must be king and Marlena his queen.”

This was ridiculous! The future of our kingdom was not going to be decided by cloudy, uncertain visions. Not while I was around. “Let me see it,” I said, moving toward the jawbridge.

“What?”

“The vision! Show it to me. I’d like to double check. You are talking about the fate of a kingdom here. You want to be certain.”

“No.”

“Let me inside, Sorceress. I’ll decipher things for you.”

“Only the king can enter uninvited, Keldor,” she answered. “And you are not the king.”

“Because of you!” I roared. Again I rushed the entrance, and again that blasted magic threw me backward. This time I didn’t stop to gather myself. I leaped back to my feet to charge again, yelling, “Let me in that castle NOW!”

The jawbridge began to close. I nearly fell straight off the cliff. My Stridor gripped my shirt from behind in its powerful mechanical jaws. Sorceress had been kind enough to unfreeze the beast, at least. But if she thought I was going to thank her, she was wrong. “Get back here!” I shouted. “The crown is mine!”

Sorceress hovered above the entrance as the jawbridge continued to close. “With every word, you only convince me further that I was right to choose Randor. A true royal doesn’t merely rule their people. True royals lead their people. With you, it’s all mine, mine, mine.”

“Yes, and Grayskull is mine! Eternia, too! They’re all mine!”

“Grayskull will never be yours, Keldor.”

She did not understand the power of these words. How could she? For all her flashy power and ethereal knowledge, Sorceress didn’t know what I’d learned. She didn’t know of my fight with Hssss. She didn’t know the truth about Grayskull and the sigil. One day, I decided, I’d show her. I’d master magic. I’d return to Grayskull. And when I did, I would be ready.

I would show them all the true meaning of power!
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The years that followed . . . let’s skip them. I don’t want to bore you by recounting the endless hours I spent in the palace under Randor’s rule, pretending to laugh at his jokes and agree with his policies; giving an utterly fake but totally convincing speech at his wedding; entertaining his spoiled brat of a son, Adam. I left the Stridors in the care of some bearded woodsman with a metal fist, as they stirred up too many unpleasant memories. We’ll skip my attempted coup, my marvelous transformation from Keldor into Skeletor, and jump ahead to the good part.

My ultimate triumph as the Dark Master of Havoc.

What He-Man and his friends failed to understand was that I stood on the precipice of achieving a wholly new level of power. Allow me to explain it in simple terms. The Sigil of Hssss would give me everlasting life and an undead army of snake soldiers. The only weapon more powerful was the Havoc-fueled scepter that Grayskull had chosen over the famed Sword of Power. And now I, Skeletor, wielded that scepter. An upgraded version, actually—my even more devastating Havoc staff.

If I had the sigil and the Havoc staff?

Eternia would only be the start.

I’d rule every planet in the universe.

Imagine the birthday party! The gifts! The songs sung in my honor!

Anyway, you can understand my excitement. Once I’d discovered the location of Castle Grayskull from Duncan, I summoned Beast Man, Trap Jaw, and my Havoc-controlled Red Legion Troops for an all-out attack on Avion. My beloved, beautiful new Painthor switched to hovercraft mode, and my terrifying army followed me into battle. As an unexpected bonus, I’d learned that the new Sorceress, Teela, had tracked down the final sigil piece on a quest of her own, which meant the Masters now had two tucked away in the castle. All I had to do was grab the other pieces from inside Grayskull and unite them with mine. Then, with the sigil and my staff, I’d have the power of a god!

The sky kingdom of Avion hovers several miles above the planet’s surface, and as we soared across Eternia, even the weather was on our side. A thick bank of dark clouds lay high above the Mystic Mountains. When we burst through our aerial cover, the skylands appeared in the distance.

The glistening capital city was built atop elemental floating crystals that defy the silly little law of gravity. The city’s towers look as if they were carved from crystals, too, and glimmering cloudfalls spill down from the tops of the buildings and rush off the city’s edges into the sky below. A nice enough spot, the city. But its winged inhabitants have always annoyed me. They think they’re above it all.17

Additional elemental rocks hovered around the city, and beside one of these gravity-defying platforms I spotted Castle Grayskull. I signaled my aerial army to hold our position. Trap Jaw and Beastie hovered beside me in their rotons. A hundred armed Sky Sleds and troop transports backed us.

Apparently we’d triggered some kind of hidden alarm because the Masters of the Universe were ready for us. My nephew had morphed into the bicep-brained He-Man. Wielding her magical staff, Teela was now the radiant Sorceress. The ferocious Battle Cat and technologically enhanced Man-at-Arms stood with them. Only Ram Ma’am was missing—she was probably too frightened to face the almighty Skeletor. Along with a collection of winged Avion warriors, the Masters of the Universe were poised atop one of Grayskull’s lookout towers, ready for a fight. And we were going to give them one. I stopped only to deliver an inspiring, rousing speech to my Dark Masters and our troops. Forgive me, as I forget the exact words, but I believe it went something like this:

“Don’t mess this up, minions!”

My army charged bravely forward.

The Painthor was the fastest vehicle in the sky, so I took the lead immediately. If needed, I’d destroy the Masters all by myself. Of course, He-Man was jealous of my new birthday present. He didn’t have a flying Painthor, so he leaped across the sky and tried to smash mine. I switched to autopilot and grabbed my Havoc staff. The barrel-chested brute landed right between the horns of my precious bike. He struck first, but I struck harder.

The terrified warrior cowered beneath the mighty blows from my perfectly swung Havoc staff. We grappled; I put him in a headlock. I almost felt bad for the punk; he was no match for me. He started calling for his friend Teela to help him.

“Why do you need her help, He-Man? I thought you were the most powerful man in the universe!”

“I . . .”

“You what? You’re not as strong as me?”

“No,” he whimpered, “and I never will be.”

“That’s right!” I roared.

Then I freed my bony left hand and rubbed his blond head with one of my knuckles—a classic Eternian noogie. Unfortunately, He-Man and Sorceress weren’t that easy to beat. They combined their paltry powers, summoning some sort of Lightning Falcon. This ethereal golden bird was quite the sight, and it was more powerful than I’d expected. Their little magic trick stifled the cannons on my warships, momentarily stalling our assault.

Now it was just me and my Dark Masters against He-Man and his friends.

We were facing each other across a floating platform outside the castle.

Masters and Dark Masters, ready to battle.

The two sigil pieces hovered magically in mid-air.

The brats didn’t even bother to hide their treasure!

The two fragments rotated around each other, as if they wanted to merge.

Man-at-Arms and Battle Cat took a hint from He-Man and Sorceress. When I wasn’t paying attention, they cheated and combined their Grayskull powers to conjure a towering, spinning column of energy called a clawnado. I mean, really?

The atmospheric marvel sucked up my Painthor in its spinning vortex and blew out one of my Havoc engines. How inconsiderate!

This was hardly enough to stop me.

All it did was stoke my fury.

The sigil pieces were still floating in the air.

I jumped after them.

He-Man leaped at the same time.

The boy had an impressive vertical.

He beat me to the pieces, slammed them together, and released a shockwave that knocked me back down to the floating stone platform.

Naturally, I landed on my feet.

He-Man smashed them together again, blasting me back. I threw up an impenetrable shield of Havoc and pretended to be hurt. The Masters and my minions traded blows and moderately clever insults. In the distance, I could see the dreaded Avion watchtowers rising in defense of their city. Each of the hovering boulders had its own arsenal of high-powered laser cannons. My legion was still offline, and I wasn’t sure they’d be able to hold back the Avion defenses even if their systems were working. All in all, the battle wasn’t looking too good.

Sometimes, you just have to take care of things yourself.

The Masters were gathering for one final attack.

The rookies announced their plans out loud.

“We break that staff and the legion’s back on our side in a flash!” Sorceress proclaimed.

“And Eternos is as good as saved!” inventor boy added.

I was more entertained than threatened. He-Man thought he’d beaten me. Wrong! I dropped my Havoc shield and leaped across the platform, grabbing the two sigil pieces away from the dolt. Stunned, He-Man looked up at me with wide, pleading eyes. He dropped to his knees and held his hands together, begging for mercy. “Please, Skeletor! Don’t hurt me!”

“Want to see what this feels like, Wee-Man?” I replied, then slammed the pieces together.

The most powerful man in the universe rolled backward like a clump of tumbleweeds in the Badlands.

Wielding her staff, Sorceress dropped into the air between us.

“Are you protecting the hero?” I asked.

“I’m protecting my friend!” she replied.

Behind me, Trap Jaw and Beastie had defeated their foes, and they’d stopped to applaud their brilliant lord, the incomparable Dark Master of Havoc.

Me, Skeletor.

A blast of energy streamed out of the staff of Sorceress, but I scattered it into harmless shards. “Is that all you’ve got, Sorceress?”

She fired again. Once more I deflected her weak attempts.

“He’s too powerful!” she called to He-Man.

“This is only a hint of what’s to come!” I yelled. “Prepare to meet my army of Snake Men!”

Trap Jaw and Beastie tossed their defeated rivals into a pile with He-Man and Sorceress. Now all four of the Masters were cowering before me, witnessing my triumph. Battle Cat was practically shaking with fear. The hairs on his back were quivering. I snapped my fingers. Trap Jaw retrieved the third sigil piece from my Painthor. Did I neglect to mention that I’d stashed it there? Well, it’s true—I always think ahead.

“You’ve lost, Masters,” I announced. “Prepare for the rule of Skelegod!”

As the Masters cried out in protest and fear, I slammed the three pieces together, unleashing a furious shockwave of Havoc. The light glowed too bright for any eyes but my own. The energy was like nothing I’d ever felt. Hovering before me, the sigil appeared as an armored snake devouring its own tail and glowing with the energy of Havoc. Never mind the Sword of Power; this was a true weapon. The primordial energy of raw, unbridled Havoc pulsed through me. The Sigil of Hssss wasn’t actually a crown, but I set it atop my head anyway. I can’t say exactly why—I guess I was just sort of feeling it, you know? And it hovered above my beautiful hood perfectly as its power coursed through my bones.

Before me, on the floating platform in front of the jawbridge, He-Man was whimpering. Castle Grayskull floated behind him. I sneered at the huge skull-like structure. Then I flicked my beautifully bony finger in its direction, and the castle that had been the source of so much of my trouble for so many years was instantly turned to rubble.

And oh yes, it felt good.

“Nooooooooo!” Sorceress wailed.

“I thought we were friends!” Man-at-Arms protested. “I baked you a cake!”

Yes, and I still wanted that recipe. That way, Beastie would be able to make it for me whenever I liked. But inventor boy and I could work that out later.

At that moment, I had a cosmos to command.

“Please, no more!” He-Man yelled.

Oh, but I had so much more in store.

“Rise up, my serpentine soldiers!” I roared.

The ground behind me shook as my new army rose from within the floating platform. The terrifying Serpos of King Hssss were crawling up out of their mystical tombs. He-Man’s face turned pale as he watched hundreds of my new reptilian warriors slithering toward him. Havoc glowed within them, shining through their piercing eyes. Sharp claws extended from their muscular arms. They slithered forward on thick, powerful tails. They were desperate to fight for their beloved new leader—me!

My frightened nephew swung his useless sword at an attacking snake.

The resilient reptile vanished, then emerged again instantly.

“What’s happening?” He-Man cried.

“Don’t you get it, nephew? They’re undead.”

The four so-called Masters were paralyzed with fear as my army surrounded them. One of those winged warriors from Avion flew overhead, trying to help, and I decided the cloud kingdom needed a lesson, too. As I turned toward the floating city, that infernal tiger read my intentions.

“Skeletor, no! Avion is innocent!” Battle Cat proclaimed. “You must have mercy!”

“You’re wrong, Battle Cat. Avion is not innocent. This sky kingdom harbored you and your traitorous friends, so it must be punished.”

This time, I tested a new technique, blowing a gust of Havoc-fueled wind as if I were extinguishing some birthday candles. The entire floating kingdom was upended and sent crashing down through the clouds to the mountains below. Now it was time for me to end He-Man once and for all. As his helpless friends tried to ward off my legions of Serpos, I picked up the musclebound brute by his tank top, lifted him straight off the ground as if he weighed no more than a doll, and—

17 You got that, right? I know. I’m hilarious.
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EPILOGUE

The sound of laughter interrupts me. Boyish chuckles from the hall. I step to the bars of my uncivilized cage. “Who is that?”

The laughs continue. No, they’re giggles. I despise giggles.

A good cackle is so much more impressive.

“That is definitely not how the Battle of Avion happened,” my nephew replies.

“Not even close,” adds Teela.

The two brats step into the light.

I recede into the shadows.

A confession is in order, vile reader. I may have twisted the truth slightly in my retelling of the events surrounding the Battle of Avion. Some would argue that I lost both that fight and several more that followed. They might even label these brutal or overwhelming defeats. These fact-checking truth addicts would connect these losses to my current predicament, which is temporary but real.

Very well: I do not rule the universe.

Not at the moment.

My days aren’t spent bathing in glory or eyeing my delightfully terrifying, red-eyed reflection in the eyes of adoring fans and worshippers.

Instead, I’m stuck in a jail cell. In the palace dungeon.

Beneath the throne that should have been mine.

Even worse, I’ve been reduced to my former self.

My terrifying skull of a face? The red eyes? The muscles and bony left arm?

All gone. Now I look like Keldor again. Handsome, yes. Devilishly so, one might say. But I’d choose a fearsome skull for a face any day. My eyes were far more striking in that evil shade of red, and there was so little maintenance, too. You don’t need to wash and moisturize bone.

Not ideal, reader. Not at all.

And now my intolerable nephew is here to rub it in my regrettably skin-draped face. As their laughter subsides, Adam and Teela look very smug and self-satisfied. He has a new outfit, too. Very royal. He has ditched his old Tiger Tribe clothes. I turn to the RK Drone that has been recording these stories for me. “Pause program,” I order the robot. “We’ll pick this up later.”

“What are you doing?” Teela asks.

“I’m writing my memoir,” I explain.

My former minion, Kronis, coughs rudely. He’s in the cell next to mine. Beastie and Evil-Lyn? I don’t even want to talk about them.

“He’s too lazy to write his own book,” Kronis says. “He’s dictating it to the droid.”

Details! “What’s the difference, honestly?”

The droid spins around in a blur, and when it stops, I’m sorely disappointed to see that it’s the bumbling wizardbot Ork-0. “Abracadabra, abracadee, your stories are lies, but you didn’t fool me!”

Lies? I only twisted the truth of one or two tales.

Maybe three.

Teela stares at me strangely. She smirks. “Your story about trying to force your way into Grayskull was close enough.”

“How would you know?” I snap.

She shrugs. “I have my ways.”

“How long have you two been listening?” I ask the pests.

“Not as long as me,” Kronis says. “You’ve been talking forever.”

I appeal to Adam and Teela. “Can’t you move him? I can hardly get any work done. He keeps interrupting me!”

“Because you’re lying,” Kronis replies.

“I hope you listened closely,” I retort. “You might learn something.”

“Yeah, like how to dupe your friends,” Kronis mutters.

“I confess we missed most of it, Uncle,” Adam says. “We just happened to be coming down to check on you when we heard you talking about your encounter at Castle Grayskull and the Battle of Avion. I have to admit, your version of those events is a little strange. Is that how you remember it happening, Kronis?”

My former minion grumbles. The two of us have been locked in this miserable dungeon beneath the palace for far too long. We aren’t really on speaking terms. In fact, I keep forgetting he’s there, except for the times in the last few hours when he rudely interrupted my retelling of the events to challenge some trivial detail. I’m sure this was painful for you, too, reader. But in each case I did manage to recover quickly. Nothing could ruin my flow, and I proceeded undeterred. After all, this is my story. Not his. Not Adam’s or Teela’s, either. I decide what did and did not happen. Me, Skeletor.

“Is that how I remember it? Definitely not,” the weapons master growls. He speaks through clenched teeth—he still hasn’t gotten his jaw fixed. Apparently the royal health plan doesn’t extend to prisoners. “I seem to remember He-Man and his friends routing us in the Battle of Avion.”

“I’m pretty sure we broke your precious staff, too,” Teela notes.

“Agree to disagree,” I reply.

“Didn’t we turn the Red Legion back to our side and save Avion?” Adam adds. “I remember Stratos and his army being pretty helpful in the end, too.”

Whatever. “That’s your version of the events.”

“But it’s kind of how things actually happened,” Kronis replies. “If you’d really won the Battle of Avion, we probably wouldn’t be down here in this dungeon. I wouldn’t have to deal with this busted chin,” he adds, “and you’d be ruling Eternia.”

This last line silences me. They continue to pester me about the rest of my story. Kronis wonders how much of it was true. Yet I say nothing. I refuse to entertain them further. My nephew and Teela, his sorceress friend, soon depart. The mechanical wizard Ork-0, too. Not long afterward, my former minion turns quiet and, based on his mumbling, falls into a deep and dream-filled sleep.

The question I do feel compelled to answer is the one about the truth of my stories. Yes, I’ll admit to recounting my recent adventures in slightly twisted form. My battles with He-Man and the Masters of the Universe have not always gone exactly according to plan. The rest of my tale, however, is true. The stories of my youth, of Randor and Adi and King Hssss—those I’ve recounted as they happened. And as for what Kronis said about ruling Eternia, well, he simply doesn’t understand. None of them do. I’ve seen things, reader. My adventures with the Masters extended beyond the Battle of Avion. Before I ended up here, I journeyed into the very heart of the universe. I learned of forces beyond our mere swords and scepters. At the risk of being inspirational, I’d like to share a few words of wisdom: You can learn from your past mistakes and failings, reader. But you must never allow yourself to be haunted by them. The past is dead. The future, however, is a blank book. You have the chance to write the pages to come. You decide how your story ends.

In the darkness of the dungeon, I cackle quietly to myself. A new string of schemes begins to unspool before me. The Masters of the Universe? My minions? None of them understand. I’m not beaten. These walls will only hold me for so long. Like the snake who taught me, I’m merely lying in wait for the ideal moment to strike.

Skeletor will rise again!
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mysterious toxic gas is spreading across Eternia,
ravaging farmland and endangering citizens. The
planet’s only hope lies with Adam, a lost prince with
cosmic abilities. When he wields the mystical Sword
of Power, he transforms from a scrawny teen into
He-Man, the most powerful man in the universe.
With his friends Teela, Cringer, Duncan, and Krass
by his side, Adam embarks on a dangerous journey—
facing pirates, dragons, and perils at every turn—in
search of Moss Man, a legendary figure who might
hold the key to stopping the devastating stench. Yet
the sinister Skeletor and his Dark Masters will stop at
nothing to thwart the unlikely heroes. The fate of all
Eternia rests with He-Man and his friends.
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