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ETERNIA

An evil power threatens the planet Eternia once again . . .

Adam was a sixteen-year-old kid living in the jungles of the Tiger Tribe. He had no memory of the first six years of his life, or his family, until a rebellious young magician named Teela appeared. She revealed that Adam was the son of King Randor, and nephew of Keldor, who has transformed himself into the evil Skeletor who yearns to rule the universe. Teela, compelled by a strange voice she later came to know was the sorceress Eldress, brought Adam a mysterious sword from Castle Grayskull. When Adam raised this Sword of Power and recited specific words, he transformed into He-Man, the most powerful man in the universe.

Not wanting to keep it to himself, He-Man shared the limitless power of Castle Grayskull with his four good friends, turning Teela into the incomparable Sorceress, Krass into the unstoppable Ram Ma’am, Duncan into the weapons master Man-at-Arms, and the aging tiger Cringer into the fearsome Battle Cat. Together, they are the Masters of the Universe, and they are the only ones standing in Skeletor’s way.

When battling with the Snake Men at Castle Grayskull in an attempt to win back Rampage (previously Ram Ma’am) to their side, He-Man is called away from the fight by Teela. Eternos is under attack and he’s forced to leave his friend behind to protect the capital. There he learns that not just the city but the entire world is overrun with Snake Men, and he and the Masters of the Universe must work together to vanquish these reptilian menaces.

At the same time, Teela, the thief-turned-hero raised in the Lower Wards (the often neglected city below Eternos) tried to track down her missing mentor, Eldress.

This is where our story begins.




CAST OF 
CHARACTERS
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THE MASTERS OF THE UNIVERSE

[image: Images]


HE-MAN: When sixteen-year-old Adam wields the Sword of Power, he transforms into the most powerful man in the universe. On the inside, though, Adam’s just a kid feeling the tremendous pressure of his new role. The He-Man thing is only one part of his new life. He recently learned that he’s the lost son of King Randor of Eternia, too. Reuniting with his father was weird, but good, yet the whole prince thing doesn’t feel right to him. Adam didn’t like the idea of keeping the power of Grayskull to himself, either, so he shared it with his best friends, turning them into Masters of the Universe.
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SORCERESS: The resourceful teenage magician Teela, who first brought the Sword of Power to Adam, channels the power of Grayskull to become the all-powerful Sorceress. Flight, teleportation, and illusions are only a few of her abilities. Teela and Adam both have mysterious pasts, and Teela will one day learn that her deep connection to Castle Grayskull and its guardian, the sorceress known as Eldress, is far stranger than she could have imagined.
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BATTLE CAT: The wise old tiger Cringer found six-year-old Adam abandoned in the jungle, left there by Eldress, who was desperate to hide the boy from his evil uncle. 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.
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MAN-AT-ARMS: The 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 his Power Mace to speed-build fantastic and complex weapons.
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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. And you do not want to get in her way.
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THE DARK MASTERS
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SKELETOR: The former Prince of Eternia, Keldor, who was denied the throne in favor of his older brother, Randor, set out to steal the power of Grayskull for himself. The primordial energy of the castle sensed his evil character and transformed Keldor into Skeletor, the Dark Master of Havoc. Skeletor’s staff channels the primordial energy of Havoc, enhancing his strength and power—and, along with his devilishly strategic schemes, makes him the one force who could defeat He-Man’s effort to protect Eternia.
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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, granting her supreme control over the supernatural without ever needing to speak so much as a single spell.
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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. He can quickly combine existing technology and weapons to create brand-new and far more devastating devices.
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BEAST MAN: Former poacher and hunter Rqazz hails from a race of savage bestial-human hybrids called Beastopoids; fierce rivals of Cringer’s Tiger Tribe. Now that he’s sworn his loyalty to Skeletor, Rqazz has become the fearsome Beast Man, armed with a devastating whip, heightened senses, and nearly unmatched strength.

OTHER KEY CHARACTERS

ELDRESS: The spirit of the sorceress guards Castle Grayskull and helps the heroes understand their new powers and responsibilities. After Skeletor’s forces attacked Castle Grayskull, she channeled the last of her strength to move the fortress to the Sky Kingdom of Avion. Although she saved Grayskull, Eldress herself has disappeared.

KING RANDOR: The latest in a long line of kings to rule over Eternia, Randor was beloved by some, reviled by others. He lost his throne and his kingdom to his scheming brother, Keldor, who transformed into the monstrous Skeletor. But Randor has also been reunited with his son, Adam, the semi-secret alter ego of the unstoppable He-Man. Thanks to the efforts of the Masters of the Universe, Randor has since regained his throne, but unfortunately, his kingdom is now overrun by Snake Men.

ORK-0: Part robot, part reincarnated magician, and always accident-prone, Ork-0 is determined to help the Masters of the Universe fight back against Skeletor and the Dark Masters . . . without breaking too much in the process.

SNAKE MEN: Given life by the Sigil of Hssss, the Snake Men are undead reptilian soldiers who slither along the ground and have sharp fangs and two arms with equally sharp claws. To add onto what is already a formidable foe, when the Snake Men are killed and turn into green mist, they re-form into another Snake Man, sometimes combining and becoming even larger and more dangerous. They obey anyone who wields the Sigil. Currently, Skeletor has them wreaking havoc across Eternia.

ZODAC: A mysterious figure whose skin shines with galaxies. For some undefined reason, he’s very invested in Teela and has history with Eldress.
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Teela was quickly realizing that she passionately hated two things: first, snakes, and second, sand.

She stepped off the ship, Wind Raider, and was hit in the face with a blast of the brown, gritty mess. Exactly what she wanted first thing in the morning. A mouthful of sand. She spat and rubbed her hands on her tongue, groaning as she tried to get the little granules out of her mouth.

The Sands of Time was definitely living up to the first part of its name. There were rolling dunes of golden sand that were seemingly endless. The Masters of the Universe were here to deal with the land’s newest unwanted visitors before any whirlwinds came through with vortexes that would throw anyone in their way backward in time. The sand bit was bad enough; she did not need to deal with the time travel part.

The other Masters of the Universe weren’t doing much better. Cringer, their wise tiger friend, was leaning back on his hind paws, batting at the air with his front ones to keep the sand away. Duncan, genius inventor and all-around technology expert, was, like Teela, spitting out sand. Only Adam, lost and then found prince of Eternos, was standing like he wasn’t affected—but he was squinting and Teela was 99 percent sure the sand had gotten in his eyes and he was acting like it hadn’t.

Adam’s eyes teared up and he squinted harder.

Make that 100 percent sure.

Not to mention, they were one Master short. Krass, a brash girl with a helmet as tough as her attitude, had left them, and there weren’t any signs of her coming back.

They stood on one massive sand dune in what seemed like an entire world of it. And the wind would make sure that absolutely everything remaining would be covered in sand once they left. Teela could already feel it between her toes. She shuddered. Now she would have to fight with that uncomfortable feeling of the grains rubbing together.

But more important than the sand in her shoes was the swarm of snakes in the distance, rapidly making their way toward the group. It was easy to spot them because of the bright green of Havoc that powered the undead reptile army. She and her friends had been trying to clear them out of Eternos for a week and seemed no closer to being done than before.

“Let’s get them,” Adam said, unstrapping the Sword of Power from his back. There was a grim determination to his face. An extra scrunching of his features that had nothing to do with the sand. It was a face she’d gotten used to seeing on him since Krass left. It almost felt like he’d started to look forward to these fights.

Duncan and Cringer both nodded, getting ready to power up, and looked at her along with Adam. Teela grasped on to her staff and planted her feet wide. At least the snakes would be a distraction from the sand. And the threat of being trapped in a vortex of time travel from which there was no escape.

“BY THE POWER OF GRAYSKULL . . .” Adam cried, thrusting the sword into the air.

Teela felt the energy flood into her staff and enter her body alongside the connection between her, Adam, and the rest of the Masters. Wings burst from her back and she lifted into the air.

“WE HAVE THE POWER!” they shouted in unison.

As Sorceress, the first thing she did was use a spell to create goggles for everyone. Well, everyone except for Duncan, now transformed into Man-at-Arms, who already had his own face shield.

“Many thanks!” Battle Cat, who was previously Cringer, said as he leaped past her toward the snakes.

She smiled at him. His goggles had a green tint that matched his fur. “It’s your color.”

“Is it? I can’t see.”

Man-at-Arms grinned at him. “Trust us, they look good.”

Adam, now He-Man, said nothing. He just ran at the enemy with his sword held high.

“Don’t worry about thanking me,” Sorceress grumbled before jumping in to help. The goggles helped a lot, but every time she beat her wings, it just kicked up more and more sand.

She dove at the snakes, whacking the nearest one on the head with her staff and watching in satisfaction as it exploded into green mist. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw another one strike at her, but Man-at-Arms got it with his Mace of Technology, a Grayskull-powered version of his wrench. Unfortunately, every time they defeated one of the Snake Men, the eerie mist gathered and re-formed into a new beast. It was what made them so tricky to fight.

Snakes and sand exploded beside the Masters as He-Man hit a group of them with his Lightning Strike attack. It wasn’t anything like normal lightning, but if it had been, Sorceress was sure that she would have been able to feel the heat of the electricity crackling in the air afterward.

“Is it just me . . .” Man-at-Arms said, stopping beside her. “. . . or is He-Man kind of . . . ?”

They watched their leader fire off Lightning Strike after Lightning Strike after Lightning Strike.

This was how he was now. Teela understood that Krass was family to him. Like a sister. But she’d betrayed them all. She’d sided with Skeletor, the evil brother of King Randor and He-Man’s uncle, and helped him get the final Sigil of Hssss piece that had brought the Snake Men to life in the first place. She was part of the reason that they were doing all this fighting now. And He-Man was fighting hard.

Sorceress clenched her fingers around her staff. Krass had been gone for a week. Meanwhile, Eldress had apparently been missing since she helped the Masters escape Skeletor’s army by transporting them to the sky kingdom of Avion—minus Teela, who had stayed in Eternos to help guard and hide King Randor. And they hadn’t even told Sorceress about it until much later. He-Man hadn’t said a single word about Eldress since the rise of the Snake Men. No one had. It was like Sorceress was the only person who realized the guardian of Castle Grayskull was still missing.

“Let’s just finish this,” Sorceress said. She flew up into the sky again, ignoring the sand, and started fighting the snakes more fiercely. Each one gone was a moment she didn’t have to think about where Eldress was.

She threw her hands out and hit a pack of them with her Wings of Zoar attack, scattering the snakes into a pile of green mist and flying sand. Then she hit another. And another. And another.

And of course, they re-formed and got larger.

Sorceress felt like she heard someone shouting something, but she wasn’t sure what. And she couldn’t look at that right now. She was dealing with the snakes.

Everyone was worried about Krass. But it wasn’t the same with Eldress. How was that fair? Why was she the only one looking and wondering? It was like they had all given up and moved on.

More shouting. What were they doing down on the ground? Probably Man-at-Arms and Cringer trying to reel in He-Man.

Sweat dripped onto her face and clouded the goggles, and she dispelled them with a wave of her hand. They were just getting in the way, anyhow.

They needed to end this so she could get back to looking for Eldre—

“Sorceress!”

She turned just as a giant glob of toxic spit flew at her face.
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Sorceress fumbled to get her staff into position but found that she didn’t need to. He-Man had rode the Sword of Power into the sky and brought the back of it up in front of her face, taking the impact of the toxic sludge.

“You need to pay better attention to what’s going on around you,” he said, cruising away from her, returning to the fight.

She muttered an apology and tried to focus. It was then that she spotted the beginnings of a vortex in the distance. They’d been told to watch out for them. Sorceress noticed that He-Man was getting dangerously close to it as he cut through the snakes. He could get trapped inside! “He-Man!” she shouted. “The vortex!”

But he wasn’t listening.

“Now who’s not paying attention,” she grumbled to herself.

She squinted and noticed that as the vortex got closer and He-Man struck at snakes, the mist was getting sucked toward the swirling sand. Man-at-Arms noticed too, because he and Battle Cat started herding the snakes toward it. He waved up at Sorceress. “Push them closer to the vortex!” He tried to tell He-Man, but their friend still wasn’t listening.

Sorceress swooped down, helping the other Masters gather the snakes and then striking at them as quickly as possible. Once they were all defeated, Sorceress told her friends to get back and conjured a wind that pushed the mist into the vortex.

They watched as the sand swelled into a swirling green mass that disappeared as quickly as it had come, taking the snake mist with it before it could re-form into more enemies.

“Where do you think it went?” Sorceress asked, powering down and returning back to Teela. The rest of the Masters followed suit.

Duncan shrugged. “Could be anywhere. The distant past, the future, or even five minutes from now. So we better head out now.”

“Well,” Adam said. “At least they’re gone.”

Teela turned to him. “Yes, thanks to Duncan’s quick thinking. Meanwhile, you were almost sucked in because you weren’t paying attention. We’re supposed to work like a team!”

Adam’s eyes went wide and he blinked at her. “I was!” He looked back at Cringer and Duncan for support. The two of them looked anywhere but at their leader, as if the massive piles of sand had suddenly become the most interesting things they’d ever seen.

“I mean, yeah, mostly,” Duncan supplied finally with a sheepish smile.

Adam said to Teela, “And where was your teamwork when you were fighting in the sky and I had to save you, huh? We were telling you to watch out.”

Teela scowled.

“Whatever, we’re done here. We have one more area to clear before we head back.”

“I don’t know if that’s a completely advisable idea,” Cringer said. “I think we could use a break.”

“We’re fine,” Adam insisted. He looked around at the group. “You’re all fine, right?”

The last thing Teela wanted to do was waste more time fighting when she could be looking for Eldress. They needed to do something about the snakes, but that wasn’t why Adam wanted to keep going. “I think we do need a break.”

“And I think we can keep going,” Adam shot back.

They were saved from any arguments when Ork-0 came zooming out of the ship. The little robot straightened his wizard cap (he thought he was a dead wizard—long story) and in a very official voice said, “Transmission from the king! He wants us to come back. Says Adam has some people to meet.”

Teela grinned at Adam, who stomped toward the ship. It’s not that she wanted to argue with him. It was just that he was so preoccupied with Krass. Like he was the only one who had someone he was worried about. And if she was the only person who cared about Eldress, then she needed even more time to work on finding the previous Sorceress. And yes, she’d lost focus for a moment, but Adam had been like that for the entire fight.

She trudged along behind the rest of the Masters, trying to shake sand out of her shoes. She shuddered. She could absolutely feel it grinding between her toes.

Inside the Wind Raider, the team fell into their seats and Duncan steered them back toward home. Teela gnawed at her nails. The way things were going wasn’t helping. They’d already been at this for a week. What would they be doing a week from now? And a week from then? And a week from then? Just fighting snakes over and over again? They were undead. And the Havoc would just create more. At this rate, she would never have enough time to find Eldress.

Teela cleared her throat. “I think we should start splitting up. We can cover more ground that way.” And she could make sure to go to places that might also have clues about Eldress.

“Is that wise?” Cringer asked. “After all, you were saved today because Adam was there. We help each other.”

She ducked down in her seat. “I would have been fine.”

Duncan looked at her. “But we’re a team! That means we stick together, right?”

“Because that’s going so well,” she mumbled.

Adam’s shoulders hiked up.

Krass had been part of their team and where was she now? Busy being Rampage: Dark Master of Destruction. The rest of them needed to understand that they weren’t getting anywhere with these snake fights. If they found Eldress, she could help them. They could make some real progress.

Teela continued, “I’m just saying, it would be more efficient. Individually, we could go to small areas, then only team up if there’s more ground to cover. It’s a smart strate—”

“We’re not splitting up!” Adam shouted. “You’re the Royal Mage now. You have a responsibility to the crown. We all do.”

She had a responsibility to Eldress, too. But no one cared about that.

Teela didn’t bother saying anything else. She just silently grit her teeth. Adam clearly didn’t want to listen.

“And what a great Royal Mage you are!” Ork-0 said, his screen lighting up with cheer. She wondered if robots didn’t know how to read a room or if that was just Ork-0 in general. Because he was definitely not picking up on the bad energy. “Not as good as I was in my day, of course, but better than most. Certainly better than Evelyn.”

That was right. She always forgot that Evelyn, also known as Evil-Lyn, Skeletor’s Dark Master of Witchcraft, had been Royal Mage before she turned evil. It was hard to imagine her working for the king and being one of the good guys.

“Yeah,” Adam echoed, and Teela blinked in surprise at him. He flushed and ducked his head. She knew that this was his own way of apologizing, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to accept it. She was still annoyed. Even though she knew they shouldn’t be fighting like this. They were friends, after all.

Adam continued, “My dad said she actually left a bunch of her junk lying around, too. They locked it up in the basement just in case, but it’s kind of creepy to think of what she could have down there.”

“It wasn’t on the Eternia 2000?” Teela asked. That was the train where the king stored a number of artifacts he didn’t want to fall into the wrong hands. And then during the hunt for the pieces of the Sigil of Hssss, it was accidentally blown up. Now the king had gone back to storing most things in the basement under the palace, only a hallway away from the dungeon.

Adam shook his head. “They only found her things afterward, otherwise it would have been.”

“What do you think is inside?” Duncan asked.

The Masters started to throw out their theories about what Evelyn kept from her time as Royal Mage, which included bat wings, the jarred screams of children, sunscreen (sun protection is very important!), and evil marshmallows, though Duncan couldn’t exactly explain what might make a marshmallow evil.

But all Teela could think about was the fact that a powerful magic user had left behind a ton of potentially very useful items. Sure, Evelyn was, well—evil—but she was also a strong witch. Maybe even strong enough to have a spell that could locate Eldress.
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It would never not be surreal to Teela to enter the Royal Palace. The golden banisters along the stairs and railings on the balconies, the sky-blue banners flapping in the wind, the plush carpets and rugs, even the way it smelled—like the mist wafting off water from a fresh spring. Which was not actually a thing she’d ever smelled, but that was how the air fresheners were labeled, and it was certainly a nice scent.

She entered the palace with the Masters, and Duncan and Cringer headed toward their rooms alongside Ork-0. Teela started to follow before spinning on her heel and catching up with Adam, who was walking in the opposite direction to speak with King Randor.

Adam looked over at her. “Aren’t you going to rest?”

“Eventually. Who does the king want you to meet?”

The young prince shrugged. “Who knows? Everyone wants to meet the long-lost prince, apparently.” He narrowed his eyes at her. “What makes you ask?”

Fair. It’s not like the two of them had exactly been getting along today. And sure, some of that had been him, but it had been her, too, which she wasn’t exactly proud of. But she needed to ask. “So, that room you mentioned with Evelyn’s stuff . . .”

“Yeah . . . ?”

“Where exactly in the basement is it? I thought that maybe I could take a look around.”

Adam shook his head. “It’s locked up.”

“Not to the king.”

“No . . .” Adam stopped in the hallway and Teela stopped, too. “Where is this going?”

“I just . . . I want to see if there’s anything in there that can help with finding Eldress. My searching spells are too limited and haven’t worked, and we don’t have any other leads on where she might be.”

“But Evelyn is evil. It’s her actual name! Evil-Ly—”

“Yes, I’m familiar with her name.” She fought not to roll her eyes.

He frowned. “The spells she has are dangerous. That’s exactly why my father has them locked up in the first place.”

Teela stared down at her feet. Her shoes were still filled with sand, but she couldn’t bring herself to care. So, Adam wasn’t going to help.

Adam sighed. “Well . . . Maybe we can ask the king anyway and see what he says.”

Teela’s head jerked up and a smile started to spread across her face. “So you’ll ask him?!”

Adam cleared his throat. “We can both ask . . . I know . . . that with all the Krass stuff, we haven’t really had time to look for Eldress. But we will.”

“Yeah.” Teela appreciated Adam saying it, but she couldn’t help but wonder when they were going to start. It felt a lot like Adam was saying someday. But she wanted to look today. She wanted to look right now.

They walked into the throne room where the king sat talking to a small group of people. The throne room in particular was especially fancy—from the gigantic entrance doors to the long evergreen and gold accented rug leading to a set of stairs leading to the actual throne, which looked ridiculously comfortable. According to both Cringer and Duncan, it was ridiculously comfortable.

The king stood. “There he is,” he boomed, getting to his feet. He turned to Teela. “And the Royal Mage, too!” The people around him stepped to the side.

“King Randor,” Teela said in greeting.

She looked at Adam and he cleared his throat. “Heeeeey, Dad. We were discussing a few things and uh, Teela was wondering if, as Royal Mage, she might have access to the . . . um . . . previous Royal Mage’s stuff. That’s down in the basement?”

The king tilted his head to the side. “Previous Royal Mage . . .” Finally, it dawned on him, and Teela watched his smile turn upside down. “First, I want to introduce you to some people.” He waved to the group near him. “Why don’t you get acquainted, and I’ll have a chat with our Royal Mage?”

Adam threw Teela a sympathetic look before heading over to the group. King Randor led her down the stairs toward an alcove where he turned to her.

Teela straightened. “Your Highness, you know that Eldress is missing, right? I thought maybe there was something in Evelyn’s belongings that could help with finding her.”

“The only things in there will be dark magic and sorcery.” The king’s voice was low and firm.

Well, now she could see whose words Adam had been repeating. “Yes, but, maybe it could at least give me some sort of idea of where to start?”

The king put a hand on Teela’s shoulder. Its weight felt final and she tried not to wilt with disappointment. “I know that you’re intent on finding . . . your friend. And I understand her importance to Grayskull, and to all Eternia, but that witch’s magic is not the way to help her. You’re a very capable young woman; I’m sure that you can find a solution on your own. Better yet, you all can put your heads together. That’s what the Masters do, isn’t it? Overcome the odds.”

Teela nodded without saying anything. She understood perfectly. The answer was no. And now she was right back where she started. No leads. No clues. No way to get to Eldress.

Originally, she hadn’t been a big fan of King Randor, especially given how he seemed to have forgotten the Lower Wards were a part of his kingdom. It was where Teela had been raised, in that city underneath the capital of Eternos. But since meeting Man-E-Faces—the self-appointed king of the world below who’d raised Teela—and actually seeing his people down there, King Randor had finally seemed to realize he needed to do more. And in turn, she’d come to put at least some of her trust in him. But apparently, he couldn’t do the same for her. She knew Evelyn’s stuff wouldn’t exactly be “good” items, but Teela wouldn’t use it in the same way. Why couldn’t he just trust her with it?

“Besides,” the king added, “the current threat of this snake army is quite a bit more pressing, don’t you think? Besides that, according to legend, the woman you now call Eldress is quite capable herself. I’m sure you’ll find your way back to each other.”

That wasn’t how the world worked. The king didn’t know because he lived here in the palace in the world above. But she’d grown up below the streets, underground, where nothing was guaranteed. Things didn’t just happen for you. You had to make them happen.

“Of course,” she said finally. “Thank you.”

She turned away and headed for her room. Adam looked over at her, his eyes expectant, and she shook her head quickly and his expression dropped.

In bed later that evening, Teela lay under the sheets, staring out the open window of her bedroom at the stars. They were so bright. Sometimes she had to close the curtains just to get to sleep. But now, she left them open. She knew she wasn’t going to fall asleep anytime soon. And it was a nice view. Growing up, she hadn’t gotten to see stars much.

And somewhere, Eldress was out there. Alone. Like Teela had been before she heard the mysterious voice in her head. Before her entire life changed.

Teela squeezed the sheets in her fists.

No. She wasn’t going to give up on Eldress.

She was going to get into that room and see what Evelyn had to offer.

After all, she was a thief, wasn’t she?
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Teela snuck out into the hallway with her staff strapped to her back and looked down one end and then down the other. Along the hallways throughout the castle, large vases of glowing purple pansies and other flowers had been placed, creating good hiding places if needed. The curtains had all been drawn, leaving the interior lit only with dimmed lanterns, casting shadows on the walls.

She twisted and curved her fingers into the right positions to create a bubble of invisibility. This would have been a lot easier if she just transformed into Sorceress, but that would definitely wake up Adam, which was the last thing she wanted.

The king had told her to stay away from Evelyn’s stuff. He wanted her to focus on the snakes. Just another person who didn’t seem to care about what happened to Eldress. And Adam . . . he’d tried to help, but there’s no way he would have agreed to what she was doing now. He would have said that his dad made it off-limits for a reason.

That meant that neither he nor the king, or anyone really, could know.

This would be easy. She’d gotten the Sword of Power before and that was a lot more heavily guarded.

She was a little rusty on the whole thievery thing, but she would figure it out. The king was right about that: She was a capable young woman.

Teela darted down the hallway, heading toward the basement. She turned a corner and stifled a gasp as she almost ran right into two royal guards. She didn’t readily recognize them, but it was hard to tell them apart at the best of times with all the armor they wore, including helmets that covered most of their faces, leaving only their mouths exposed.

“Okay, so there’s milk,” one guard said.

“Yeah?” The other replied.

“And ice cream.”

“Okay.”

“But then why is a milkshake called a milkshake? ’Cause it’s ice cream and milk, right? Shouldn’t it be a milk cream shake?”

The other guard shook his head. “No, it’s ’cause you have to shake the milk to make it.”

Teela pressed herself against the wall behind a flower vase and kept still as they made their way past. She was invisible, but they could still bump into her if she wasn’t careful.

The first guard sighed. “But what about the cream? Why doesn’t anyone give it credit?”

“Yeah, but milkshake has a ring to it. Milk cream shake sounds terrible.”

They passed and she allowed herself a small sigh. That was close. She knew better than that! She was supposed to look around and check each spot before she rushed into it. But she was impatient to get to the room. Impatient to get to Eldress.

She continued on but stopped short before reaching the basement doors. There were two guards standing side by side in front of them, their pikes held close to their sides. Not even moving. She had no idea how they managed to do that all night. Stand perfectly still without saying a thing—

The one on the right sneezed.

The one on the left turned to her and frowned.

“Sorry,” the right guard said with a sheepish smile. “Allergies.”

The left one shook her head and turned away.

Teela bit her lip wondering how exactly she was going to get them to move so she could get in. She couldn’t exactly just open the doors. Best-case scenario: They believed in ghosts, figured that’s what it was, and ran away. Worst-case scenario: They stabbed at the air with their weapons and sounded the alarm. The latter was a lot more likely.

Maybe a distraction? Something to get them to move away to investigate. No. They still might raise the alarm against intruders over that, and it would be expected that the Masters make a sudden appearance to help protect the palace. Then she definitely wouldn’t get in there. And they might even increase security afterward, making it even harder to get in.

Think, think, think. There had to be something she could do.

The right guard sneezed again.

“What are you even allergic to?” The left guard huffed. “You know they have medicine for that, don’t you?”

“I’m allergic to the medicine, too,” the right guard groaned. “It’s those luminescent purple pansies. They were Queen Marlena’s favorite flower and so they’re all over the—ACHOO!” She wiped her nose. “They’re all over the palace. I begged for dungeon duty since they don’t put any down there, but I haven’t been approved yet.”

Teela looked around and spotted a few vases nearby filled with the glowing purple flower the guard mentioned.

The left guard sighed. “Maybe we should move the pots, just for this shift.”

“No. No. I’m fine. We’re not supposed to be moving at all.”

The guards both settled back into their stances and Teela felt a plan sprout in her brain. She doubled back down the hallway to one of the vases she had passed earlier and gathered a bunch of luminescent purple pansies into her hands, pulling them into the invisibility bubble so they were hidden.

Then she went back to the guards and stood as close to the right one as she dared, bringing the pansies up to her nose.

It immediately had the desired effect.

The guard started sneezing. And sneezing. And sneezing.

“That’s it!” the left guard shouted. “We’re moving the pots!”

The guards left their post to start moving the flowerpots, and Teela used the opportunity to slip inside the basement doors undetected.

She rushed down the steps and along several hallways until she finally found what seemed to be a storage area. A long, cavernous hall was lined along each side with metal storage pods, each the size of a large room. Now the challenge would be to figure out which one of them had Evelyn’s stuff inside.

Teela was forced to let the invisibility spell drop away, and she pulled and pushed her hands into a new series of movements and thrust them out. Suddenly, every single storage pod along the long hallway had a glass wall that she could see through instead of metal ones.

She ran down the hall, looking into each one in turn. Missing ship parts, no. Boxes of the king’s winter outfits, no. Adam’s old baby toys, no. A dozen milkshake machines?! Definitely no. And then she stopped dead in front of a pod filled with books, jars of ingredients, and faintly glowing purple objects.

This. This was it. She’d found it.

Evelyn was a powerful magic user, but the king, not so much. It took almost no effort for Teela to return the storage pods to their metal walls and crack the lock on the one she wanted to enter, before making her way inside.
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Without the effect of glass walls, the pod was a lot darker once Teela was inside. There were shelves filled with all sorts of things. Dusty books with cracked spines, shiny ones with jewel-toned covers, and leather-bound ones kept shut with straps. Glass vials of different shapes and sizes had liquids that Teela couldn’t readily identify. There were some random objects, too. Things that looked like small toys, hairbrushes, and a big clear glass orb filled with white smoke. Also, she noted with disgust, a giant jar of bugs crawling over one another. She was surprised that the king hadn’t just thrown that one out.

It would take hours to sort through all this stuff!

Teela sighed and started pulling books off the shelves and flipping through them, looking for things on finding people, trying to go through them as quickly as possible. But it was starting to get very boring very fast.

A lot of what she was discovering were the sorts of things that the king and Adam had specifically warned her about: Spells to make people angry so they would fight with each other. Conjuring tiny insects that followed your enemies around and bit them. Even ones that took people’s bones and made weapons out of them.

She shut the book she was reading with a snap.

This wasn’t helping at all. What she needed was a way to find the most useful book in the pile. She stepped back and looked at all the objects.

If she were an evil witch, where would she put her most valuable book?

Teela turned around the room, squinting and trying to see if there might be anything that stood out to her. She looked at the jar of bugs again.

No.

No way.

Just . . . no.

She rolled her sleeves up and held her hands out. With a quick series of gestures, she opened the jar without touching it, letting the magic lift it up and pull the squirming bugs into the air so she could sort through them.

After this, bugs were going to join her list of most hated things alongside snakes and sand.

But there, right in the middle of the creepy crawlies, was a book. It looked simple. It had a flat leather cover, but it pulsed faintly with whatever magic had kept the insects from destroying it. Teela pulled the book out and set it aside, then poured the bugs back into their jar and sealed it.

She shuddered. Well, that was definitely one way to protect a book.

She opened it to the first page. But it wasn’t a printed book at all. It was handwritten. There was a date and then an entry followed.

I’m getting tired of this. Waking up and prepping Marlena every single day. Warming her baths, and brushing her hair, and helping pick outfits. It’s not like it’s a bad way to live. I get to stay in the palace. My meals and well-being are taken care of. But I can’t help but wonder if this is really all there is to life.

Marlena?! That was the queen’s name. Adam’s mom. And the way Evelyn was talking was like . . . she knew her. Well, of course she would know her, she was the queen. But not as a Royal Mage, but as . . . some sort of personal attendant. How did Evelyn go from that to being a word witch? To being Royal Mage? It reminded Teela uncomfortably of her own journey. She hadn’t come from much, either, but here she was. And from the dates, it seemed like Evelyn was probably around Teela’s age when she wrote this.

She shook the discomfort off and flipped through more of the entries, which were just more notes from Evelyn about her life at court. How disappointed she was with her station. How reluctant she was, fearful really, to give voice to her desires. How she wanted to do more but didn’t know what. These weren’t spells at all, they were just the woman’s thoughts. Her private and personal ones. It almost felt . . . wrong to be reading through them.

She continued on through the book and then stopped. Because finally, there was something that actually looked like a spell.

I know my place now. Where I belong. This is how to find anything you want in the cosmos. Including yourself.

This was it! This was how she would find Eldress. All she needed to do was follow the instructions laid out in the book and do everything that Evelyn had noted down. There were no other entries in the journal after this one. Which, if anything, proved that the spell had worked. Evelyn found what she’d been looking for.
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Once Teela was finished reading over the spell, she stared at the warning that Evelyn had noted.

Should this spell be performed incorrectly, the user may find themselves trapped in an infinite void of space. Not me, obviously. I wouldn’t mess it up. But I suppose others should be warned. If I feel like it.

Teela sighed and looked at the spell again. She realized that she should absolutely definitely not be doing this. But this was it. She knew it. This was the thing that would help her find Eldress. And it was clearly dangerous. But then . . . only if she got it wrong. And weren’t some things worth the risk? They hadn’t totally known what would happen when they decided to move Castle Grayskull on their own instead of the usual method of having Eldress do it for them. But Eldress wasn’t there. And still, they’d done it. It had worked. Just like she hadn’t quite known what would happen when she decided to listen to Eldress’s voice in her head and not give Evelyn and Kronis, also known as the Dark Master Trap Jaw and the former Royal Man-at-Arms, the Sword of Power.

Sometimes you had to take a risk. And doing it for her . . . for Eldress, whatever she was to Teela, that was worth it. She knew it was.

But just in case, she tore a blank page from the back of Evelyn’s journal and wrote a quick note to her friends about the spell she’d performed. After a pause, she also added that she was sorry. Maybe the Masters would understand and maybe they wouldn’t. She hoped they would.

“No big deal,” she muttered to herself. “Just a little spell. You can do spells. Not like you’ll end up trapped in an infinite void of space where you’ll definitely never find Eldress.”

Teela cleared her mind and thought hard about what she wanted to find. She pictured the guardian of Castle Grayskull—from her shiny white hair and warm brown skin to the soothing sound of her voice and the way Teela felt when she first saw the woman who, up until then, had only existed as a voice in her head.

She felt the magic building inside of her and performed the steps of the spell exactly as Evelyn had outlined them.

This would work. It would. It had to work.

In her mind she could see the clear image of Eldress coming closer and closer, and the cosmos widening. Stars and constellations expanding and pulling her into their depths. She allowed herself to be tugged forward, as Evelyn directed. Letting the magic take control and guide her toward where she needed to be.

Yes! She was doing it! It really was working!

Suddenly, she started to move faster. What at first felt like a gentle pull suddenly became a hard yank, and the stars that had been leisurely passing by were now racing alongside her, so fast that Teela had to squeeze her eyes shut to not get dizzy.

She wasn’t prepared for the sudden change in motion and felt the exact moment she lost focus and the image of Eldress disappeared. She fought to get it back, to concentrate again, but it didn’t do anything to help her slow down.

Teela cried out, flailing her arms and trying to find some sort of balance.

Desperate, she tore the Staff of Magic off her back and shouted, “BY THE POWER OF GRAYSKULL . . .” And by some miracle it was working. She could feel the energy flooding into her body, the armor forming around her, and the wings bursting from her back. “I HAVE THE POWER!”

She swung out with the staff, managing to get everything to stop all at once.

With shaking hands she took gasping breath after gasping breath and looked around. Absolutely everything was black, lit up only by the stars. There was no left or right or up or down; it was just this long stretch of universe that had no end or beginning. It wasn’t warm or cold, and it smelled like nothing.

Okay, she was . . . maybe, just maybe, trapped in an infinite void of space.

But it was going to be fine! Because she could use her abilities as Sorceress to transport herself home. That was a power Evelyn definitely didn’t have, so it made sense that it hadn’t been in her spell.

Sorceress swung open one of her wings and created a portal back to the castle. Then she swung herself forward and smacked right into the portal. Thankfully, her visor had protected her face. She stared at the portal and pressed her hand against it. It was solid. She slapped her hand harder, but nothing was happening.

She couldn’t get through.

She was trapped.

Deflated, the power leaked away from her, and she was back to being Teela, floating among the stars. She begrudgingly re-strapped her staff to her back.

There was the note that she left for the others, but even if they found it, how could they get her out of this? It’s not like they knew magic. Well, Ork-0 was . . . Ork-0. They would need someone a lot more practiced to help, and the only person she could think of like that was Evelyn, and Teela very much doubted that a Dark Master would want to help out. And besides, Adam and the king would be so upset with her. She purposely went against what she was told. She broke into the basement. Would they even want to find her now?

She shouldn’t have done the spell.

All she wanted to do was get Eldress back and now here she was, exactly like the spell had warned.

Teela suddenly wished she was back in the Sands of Time, where she could get caught up in a vortex and thrown back five minutes, where she could have avoided ever making this terrible mistake.

This was ridiculous! In the Lower Wards, she’d known that it was everyone for themselves. That was how you survived. But ever since she’d heard Eldress’s voice, she’d changed. She’d made friends. She had people she cared about. People that she couldn’t just leave behind. But caring for Eldress was exactly the reason she’d made all those terrible decisions and was now trapped.

“I shouldn’t have done it,” she said to herself. “Shouldn’t have done the spell.” She threw her hands up. If she hadn’t listened to Eldress in the first place, she could have avoided everything. She imagined her past self laughing at her. This was what happened when you got caught up with people. “Even better than not listening to Eldress, I shouldn’t have taken the Sword of Power at all! Then none of this would have happened.”

“That’s an interesting possibility to explore.”

Teela blinked and spun around.

She hadn’t said that.

So who had?
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Teela watched with wide eyes as the stars around her started to form an outline exactly where she’d heard the voice. She gaped. It was . . . a man . . . on . . . a seat?! The mysterious stranger sat on what looked like a throne that floated through the space. His skin seemed to be made of the same universe of dark night sky and stars that were all around them with the addition of planets, though he clearly had a face. She assumed he did. Most of it was covered by a helmet that made his eyes look impossibly black and never ending, and otherwise only exposed his mouth.

“What? Who?” She wasn’t sure which was the better question to ask.

“You may call me Zodac. Better than saying that guy or that random man. I really do prefer when people use titles correctly.” He straightened his armor, which featured a red-and-white chest plate, and his hands were covered with white gloves. “Now, about this idea of what if you never stole the Sword of Power . . .”

“Where did you come from?” He seemed to appear out of nowhere, but he didn’t look like he was panicking. He seemed completely comfortable in the space. “Was it a portal? Can you teleport in and out of here?! Can I use it?”

He could save her! She could go back to Eternos and find a different way to locate Eldress. She could fix this.

“What do you need a portal for?” Zodac asked, tilting his head to the side.

She blinked. “So I can get back home. To my friends.”

“If these friends are so great, why are they not here with you?”

Teela swallowed. “Because . . . I didn’t tell them I was going to do this.”

“Why not?”

She scowled. Why was she having to explain herself to this guy floating around on a chair who she had just met? But she swallowed it down because she needed his help. And nothing would make him less likely to help than her being rude. “It was just better for me to do it by myself. I’ve done it that way for a long time.”

Zodac stared at her for a moment before he waved a hand in a circle and a hole broke through the infinite expanse of space. It wasn’t very large. About Ork-0’s size, if she thought about it. It was almost like a window. She could see through to something on the other side that was becoming clearer the more she looked.

She squinted and gasped. “That’s me. But when I lived in the Lower Wards.”

“So it is,” Zodac said lazily.

She and Zodac hadn’t lowered their voices at all, but the Teela of the past didn’t seem to be able to see or hear them anyway.

Teela watched as her younger self snuck up behind a street vender and snatched a stick with glistening meat on it. When the shop owner turned around, she went invisible. She remembered this. It was her first time successfully doing the spell in the field. She’d been twelve.

They watched as she ran away and snuck into a sewage drain, dropping the spell and triumphantly holding out the meat stick. She took a victorious bite and then looked around. The giant smile on her face dimmed.

Teela remembered that she didn’t have anyone to share the win with. No one to celebrate what she’d accomplished. No one to say they were proud of her or tell her good job. Sure, Man-E-Faces, the king of the Lower Wards, had raised her. But he was a busy man. He didn’t have time to be standing around, giving her compliments whenever she did anything worthwhile. He taught her to survive and that was enough. That was what she’d always told herself anyway.

“Now what was that you were saying about doing things alone?” Zodac said, dispelling the image with a wave of his hand. “Did it always go that well for you?”

“I did it, didn’t I?” she snapped. Then bit her lip. So much for not being rude.

“Technically.” Zodac shrugged. “But that’s boring, isn’t it? I want to look into that alternate choice you suggested.”

She narrowed her eyes. “What does that mean?”

He looked her up and down. “I don’t suppose you have a throne, do you?”

“Um . . . no.”

He sighed. “Tedious.”

Before Teela could ask what he was doing, Zodac threw out his hands and the world around them shifted and moved. Teela was jolted off balance with no way to catch herself, and her staff was plucked from its spot strapped to her back.

“Hey! That’s mine!” she shouted, though the man didn’t seem to care.

She flailed backward and found herself falling into a seat. Her staff was neatly tucked into a very convenient holder on the back of it.

She blinked.

She was now sitting in a smaller version of the throne that Zodac was in, and it was latched to his by a chain so that she was positioned on his right. Also, her mini throne had a seat belt. He pointed to it. “Buckle up for safety,” he said.

She buckled.

Zodac nodded, pleased. “Arms and legs inside the ride at all times if you would like to continue to have them. Please hold all questions until the end.”

“Why am I in this?” She gestured to the chair, and Zodac made a tutting sound in the back of his throat.

“What did I just say about questions?”

Teela deflated but kept her mouth shut. She didn’t know who this man was or what he had planned, but clearly he had magic of some kind. Strong magic. Strong enough to pull out a memory and to travel into this place. Which meant he was probably her only way back home. So she would play along for now and see where this went.

Zodac shouted, “All aboard! First stop, let’s go back to when Teela stole that sword.”

Teela frowned. “I didn’t tell you my name.”

“Didn’t you?” he said absently.

Before she could question him further, the chairs started to move. She didn’t know what she expected, but without even a second to prepare herself, they shot forward at an impressive speed. She clamped her fingers down on the arms of her chair and squeezed her eyes shut.

Just as suddenly, they stopped.

She opened her eyes. Before her, she saw herself meeting with two Dark Masters.
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Or, to be technical, she was meeting with two Dark Masters to be. Watching herself was as weird the second time as it was the first time. Teela recognized the Lower Wards easily. After all, it’d been her home for most of her life. The damp smell in the air, the permanent semi-darkness, and the way your voice echoed when you talked were all familiar to her. And there she was with Evelyn and Kronis, discussing what they wanted her to steal from the royal palace.

But instead of agreeing as Teela actually had, this Past Teela frowned and shook her head. “Get some other witch, I’m not interested.”

Evelyn sneered at her, but Past Teela walked away.

“That’s not what happened,” she said, turning to Zodac. “How are we watching this?”

He let out a long-suffering sigh. “Hold your questions until the end.”

“This isn’t the end?”

“Not even close.” Their chairs jolted forward again, but at a slower speed this time.

Teela could actually keep her eyes open as she watched the world speed by.

Evelyn and Kronis went around trying to find another witch, but failed, and instead had to go and do the job themselves. The guards from the palace spotted them.

“Halt!” a guard shouted, hot in pursuit.

Evelyn ground her teeth. “Great.” The woman threw her hands up and sent a barrage of spells at them.

Teela and Zodac lurched forward again, going much faster now. The scene in front of them sped up, too. Teela saw the moment when things very much started to not go Evelyn and Kronis’s way, and they were forced to retreat, meaning the sword stayed safe in the palace.

Teela bit her lip. She knew she’d said that maybe things would be better for her if she’d never gone after the sword, but she hadn’t ever considered that things might have been better for everyone if she hadn’t gotten her hands on it. Evelyn and Kronis really had specifically needed her skills. At the time, she just felt like an ordinary hand witch. Nothing special. But she had been the only one who could have taken the sword.

Meaning that if she left it, the power of Grayskull might have stayed buried. Was that what should have happened? Without the sword, she and her friends wouldn’t have accessed Castle Grayskull and maybe Skeletor wouldn’t have been able to get in and use the power of Havoc, either. Was that the better outcome?

“What about Adam?” she said, turning to Zodac.

He frowned at her, probably because she was, once again, not listening to his “no questions until the end” rule. “Hold on.” They sped forward again before making an abrupt stop.

Teela looked around at the new place they’d traveled to. They were in a jungle of some kind with tall trees and vines hanging from them. There was something familiar about the scenery, and it only took a few more moments for her to place it. It was the village where she’d first met Adam, Krass, and Cringer.

“I’m going to get there first!” Adam burst forward from the trees with a laugh. He was wearing, not a royal uniform, but his old Tiger Tribe clothes.

Krass rushed out from behind him. “Like I would let you do that!” She was hot on his heels, and Teela didn’t know what they were racing toward, but she was sure that it would be a close call.

The two of them laughed as they ran, and Teela turned to watch them go.

They were . . . fine.

If she’d never stolen the sword, Adam and Krass would have lived happily in Tiger Tribe instead of what they were now, separated and fighting against each other. And Eldress wouldn’t have been missing; she would have been in Castle Grayskull as she should be, the sword protected.

And Teela . . . well, she would have been alone. Like always. But maybe that was really the way it was supposed to be. She was used to it anyway.

She felt Zodac’s eyes on her and turned to him. “What?”

“Nothing,” he said, his voice innocent. “Just checking if you were going to ask another question before it was done.”

“It’s not done?”

“Nope.”

Teela clung on to the armrests of her chair and braced herself.
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Teela expected the thrones to move again, but that wasn’t what was happening. They weren’t moving at all. It was in the same spot, but the space around them was changing. Vines growing longer and people moving faster. Then, explosions burst into the space. Bright fiery red blasts followed by the smell of smoke. She watched people running at double speed. And not because they were running faster. Time was faster.

Finally, she saw Adam sprinting alongside Krass, dressed as they had been before. Everything slowed down and she was suddenly watching them in real time.

They stopped in the clearing and looked around, panting. “We have to hide somewhere,” Adam gasped out between a breath, looking around the trees.

But before the two of them could move, a bolt of green streaked across the sky and struck them directly in the back.

“No!” Teela shouted, pressing against the seat belt across her lap.

Zodac put a heavy hand on her armrest. “Remember, arms and legs inside the ride at all times.” He looked over at the scene happening in front of them with a frown. “It’s not our place to intervene. And that is not your world.”

“So we’re just supposed to watch it happen?!”

“Yes.”

Teela ground her teeth. She didn’t want to sit there while her friends were in trouble. Not when she could help them. But if she made Zodac too angry, he might leave her in the void of space where he found her, and she needed his help to get out. She hunched her shoulders and forced herself to relax in the chair.

“Come on,” she urged her friends. “Get up.”

Adam groaned and started to peel himself off the ground when a high-pitched laugh split the air. Teela knew that laugh. She would know it anywhere.

“Nowhere to run, nowhere to hide.” Skeletor swaggered over, grinning down at Adam and Krass. In his hands he held both the Staff of Havoc and the Sword of Power. And next to him were Evil-Lyn and Trap Jaw. “Time to tie up this loose end, don’t you think?” He paused and looked at his hench people. “That wasn’t rhetorical!”

Evil-Lyn and Trap Jaw talked over each other to agree with Skeletor, who pulled his teeth into a nasty grin.

How was this happening?! Those two hadn’t been able to get the sword without Teela, so why did they have it now?

“Keldor was on the hunt for the Sword of Power,” Zodac said, using Skeletor’s name from when he was still . . . well . . . not made of just bones, as they watched Adam struggle to get to his feet. “Certainly, Evelyn and Kronis couldn’t manage to get it on their own. But eventually, they found Keldor, and he was absolutely able to manage that feat. And as a reward, the power of Havoc was shared with them. It was all timing, really. You got to it first. And you got it to Adam first, too, exactly where it needed to be in order to stop what we’re watching right now.”

Then things wouldn’t have been better after all if she’d never taken the sword. In fact, Teela needed to have stolen that sword and then turned on Evelyn and Kronis. It had mattered. It made a difference that she chose to listen to Eldress and give it to Adam. It allowed him to fight Skeletor, but now . . .

She looked at Adam scrambling up from the ground.

Now, he had nothing.

He pulled up Krass at his side just as Cringer rushed out from between the trees and ran to them. The trio stood in front of Skeletor with nothing to protect themselves but one another.

“Bye-bye, nephew,” Skeletor said with a cackle. He aimed a green blast of lightning at the three of them and Teela flinched.

But the image disappeared before she could see how it ended, and they were back in the void of space.

Zodac leaned toward her. “Now it’s done.” She scowled. She opened her mouth to ask her questions when Zodac interrupted her. “So you see, it was important that you, and only you, be the one to find the sword. Only you would have heard the guiding voice. And the decision you made changed the fate of Eternia.”

“How do you know that I heard a voice in my head?”

“I know a lot of things about you,” he said simply.

“Why?”

He grinned. “Because I do.”

Teela couldn’t help the groan that escaped her lips. What was the guy’s angle? Why had he even shown her all of that?

Before she could get to ask anything else, Zodac said, “Okay, let’s try another scenario. What will it be?”

“You didn’t answer any of my questions!”

“Questions are for the end.”

“It is the end!” She was not enjoying speaking with this man. He had literally come out of nowhere, he had abilities far beyond her own, could show her all this stuff, and somehow knew a bunch of things about her, and he was absolutely terrible at answering questions.

Zodac grinned even wider. “No, my dear. It’s just the beginning.”

The list of things that Teela hated grew to include Zodac dodging her questions.
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Teela had to think and she had to think fast. This Zodac guy was clearly playing some sort of game with her. The question was figuring out how she could make him cooperate enough to actually help her escape the void.

And also maybe help her find Eldress. Because, okay, yeah, the spell had failed. Spectacularly. She’d been surprised and lost concentration at a crucial moment. But Zodac knew about the voice in her head, which she figured meant that maybe he knew something about Eldress. Maybe even how to find her. But he would probably avoid any direct questions about Castle Grayskull’s guardian.

“If you won’t answer my questions, do you have any for me? Like why I’m here in the first place?” she asked, straightening and turning to Zodac. If she’d learned anything from growing up in the world below, it was that sometimes you had to sneak around what you really wanted. If you were looking straight at what you wanted to steal, you would get caught. But if you looked at something else, you could sneak out a hand and grab what you were really after. That was what she needed to do with Zodac. Maybe this could get them on the topic of Eldress, and she could find a way to ask about her without actually asking about her.

Zodac smiled at her. “Oh, I know very well the reason you ended up floating in this void of space.”

How could he possibly know that? How did he know all these things about her?

“You’re wondering how I know so much about you.”

Could he read her mind?!

“I can’t read your mind.”

She gasped.

He rolled his eyes. “You just looked like you were thinking that. Relax.” He added, “You know what, maybe I will ask a question. Why did you do that spell?”

Teela frowned, speaking slowly. “To find Eldress. She’s . . . a friend.”

“Yes, but why the spell? Why not just work together with your other friends who seem to mean so much to you? Enough that you almost leaped out of your seat—very dangerous by the way—to try and rescue them.”

Teela could feel the heat working up the back of her neck. “They were busy.”

“Busy?” He laughed.

Yeah, okay, the excuse sounded bad even to her, but she stuck with it. “Yes. Busy.”

“Too busy for one of their closest friends? Isn’t that how you all lost Krass? Too busy to notice that she was falling apart right in front of you.”

Teela stiffened. He knew about Krass, too?! “Krass chose to leave.”

“And so did you,” Zodac said, gesturing at the expanse of darkness and stars around them. Some planets had joined recently and lazily drifted through the air. “You proceeded alone instead of working together with your friends. Something that’s worked so well for Miss Krasstine.”

“That’s totally different!” Teela shouted, shaking her head. “And I didn’t leave. I just wanted to find Eldress and then come back! You don’t understand, so don’t act like you do.” She tried to remind herself not to be rude to this man who was possibly her only ticket out of here, but she couldn’t help it. He was acting like he knew her better than she knew herself, and he didn’t. “Eldress is out there somewhere! Alone! All by herself, and I’m the only one who cares!”

“It was her choice,” Zodac said, his voice surprisingly hard. Like he was upset or annoyed. Which, as far as Teela knew, he didn’t have any reason to be. “No one told her to volunteer for this. To get caught up with the Masters of the Universe.” He spat out the title like it was something dirty. “She should have just kept out of it.”

“But then she wouldn’t have been there to tell me about the Sword of Power,” Teela said. “And we saw how well that went. Adam and the others would have been killed.” Her plan hadn’t exactly worked, but they were talking about Eldress at least. Clearly talking around it hadn’t worked, so it was time to be direct. “I need to find her. Can you help me or not?”

“Why are you so desperate to find her?”

Teela fought the urge to groan. “How come every time I ask you a question, you just answer with another question? Or you just say the opposite of what I say!”

“That’s an interesting scenario!” Zodac said with a grin. “An opposite world!”

Teela sighed and sagged forward as the chairs started to move again. She would actually rather fight snakes than deal with this man. She would fight a hundred snakes. A thousand snakes. All the undead snakes in the world! She’d never met anyone so frustrating in her entire life. Sure, Man-E-Faces was eccentric and sometimes difficult to talk to, but she’d grown up with him and was used to figuring him out. This Zodac, however, was a complete mystery.

The thrones ground to a halt in front of the royal palace, where a battle seemed to be brewing. There were hundreds of royal guards standing in front of the building, poised with their pikes at the ready. She looked up into the sky and watched the Wind Raider descend.

The bridge folded down and she stared, expecting the Masters to come out to join the royal army to fight whomever they were gearing up to face.

But the person who walked out was . . .

“Skeletor?!” she shouted.

Skeletor, the Dark Master of Havoc himself, strode forward with his staff and slammed it into the ground before proclaiming, “Dear people of Eternos, we, the Masters of the Universe, have come to save you from the tyrant King Randor!” He puffed out his chest.

“You have got to be kidding me,” Teela said to Zodac.

The man shrugged. “Hear him out.”

“He’s a literal evil skeleton.”

“You really shouldn’t judge people based on their looks.”

She glared at him.

Zodac waved over at the scene in which Skeletor was staring up at the palace balcony where, finally, King Randor walked out. The ruler’s face was stern, and there was someone else in the background behind him whom Teela couldn’t quite make out yet.

“We’re here on behalf of the people!” Skeletor shouted. “And the adorable animals of this land.” He plucked a navit out of his armor and rubbed its soft fur against his bony cheek. “This one was in the forest, dehydrated and suffering.”

Teela wasn’t sure if she would ever get the image of Skeletor cuddling a navit out of her mind. It was too weird. It would have to stay in her brain forever. “Is there a point to watching this?”

“Probably,” Zodac replied.

“You keep saying ‘we,’” King Randor said eventually, glaring down at his brother. “And I’ve yet to see anyone but you.”

Skeletor blinked and then looked back at the ship. “Nephew! Come out.”

Slowly, Adam’s head peeked out of the corner of the ship’s opening. “I would rather not!”

“Ram Ma’am?” Skeletor tried.

Krass peeked her head out this time. “I keep telling you, I have a very strict no violence policy. Meaning, no ramming of any kind!”

Skeletor smiled sheepishly at the king. “Just a minute.” He turned back to the ship. “Battle Cat? Man-at-Arms?”

“We’re just going to lose,” Cringer moaned from inside the ship. Very opposite to his usual can-do attitude. “And Duncan is breaking something, I think. He’s honestly a terrible mechanic. This is all terrible.”

“Enough!” Teela snapped, turning to Zodac. “This one doesn’t even make sense! If Adam wasn’t brave, then he wouldn’t have fought to protect the sword in the first place, meaning he would have died way back when he was a kid. And if Krass doesn’t like to ram things, how did she get the name Ram Ma’am?! And—”

Teela cut herself off, distracted by watching a version of herself walk out to stand beside the evil King Randor.

She wore a dark cloak and was surrounded by crackling purple energy that reminded Teela a little too much of Evil-Lyn’s brand of magic.

“Take care of them,” King Randor said, waving a hand at the Teela next to him.

She flashed a wicked grin. “With pleasure.”

Just as that world’s Teela jumped into action against what should have been her friends, the scene dissolved away.
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Teela swallowed as the world of darkness and stars returned, and she tried to forget the version of herself that she’d seen. With her cruel smile and how willing she was to fight the . . . well, she couldn’t really call them Masters. But they were her friends. They should have been that Teela’s friends, too. It didn’t matter. After all, it wasn’t real. That wasn’t her. And it would never be her.

Zodac smiled, leaning toward her. “You were right, good catch. That wasn’t a real universe, just a bit of fun on my part. You do know how to have fun, don’t you?”

She scowled. “I think your idea of fun is very different from mine.”

“Perhaps.” He gave her a long searching look before he said, “You seem ruffled. What did you think of that version of you?”

“It didn’t exist. You just said that.”

“I said that universe didn’t exist. I never said there wasn’t anywhere that you play the villain to your so-called friends.”

Teela hunched her shoulders up by her ears. What did it matter, really, if there was some alternate dimension where she was less than great? It’s not like she’d always been liked. During her time in the Lower Wards, she’d made plenty of enemies. It was just the way you survived.

Though . . . it had felt different, seeing herself face off against her friends like that. She couldn’t help but wonder what sort of things would have had to happen to her to lead her to that point.

“Everyone has the capacity for wrongdoing, Teela. What’s important is asking yourself why and how you could become that. Looking inside yourself and questioning your choices. So tell me, what do you think could make you turn to the dark side?”

She managed to squeeze out, “I wouldn’t.” She ignored the fact that when she’d stolen the Sword of Power, she’d been very close to making the wrong decision.

Zodac tilted his head to the side. “You don’t much care for this sort of self-examination, do you? You keep wanting answers from me, but you could get them on your own if you just asked more of yourself.”

She didn’t understand what he wanted from her. What exactly was he getting at? She’d done the spell to find Eldress, not to end up with some guy that just asked a million questions about her. “What does that mean?”

“It means, why not ask yourself why you’re in this situation? Why did you feel the need to go off on your own and interfere in places where you don’t belong? Why do you have to be the one who fixes it all by yourself? What is the point of getting involved in any of this if what it comes down to in the end is you putting yourself at risk for everyone else?!” Zodac was shouting by the time he finished and Teela stared at him, wide eyed. The man seemed to catch himself and turned away. “I apologize. That went too far.”

Teela had done this to find Eldress, who was one person. So why was he talking about putting herself at risk for everyone else? It was almost . . . almost like he wasn’t even talking about Teela. Like he was talking about someone else but saying it to her instead.

“Say what you want about me,” Teela said, crossing her arms. “It was my decision to come find Eldress and that part I don’t regret. I know sneaking into that room for the spell wasn’t exactly the right thing, but it was worth the risk to try and help her. So far, the only thing I have regretted is ending up here with you.”

Teela was about to unbuckle herself and try to find her own way out of the void when she had a thought.

Don’t go straight for the target. Sneak around it.

And if on your first try you don’t succeed, try, try again.

She pitched her voice low to a mumble, like she was trying not to let Zodac hear, and said, “If I’d just figured out a way to find Eldress myself instead of using one of Evelyn’s spells, I wouldn’t be here at all.”

Zodac seemed to be considering it. “We could explore that scenario. It would be our last one.”

Now to play hard to get. “No way. You always say that and then you never answer any of my questions.”

“I will this time. I promise.”

Teela gave him a long look; he’d never promised before. “Fine.” She forced down the triumphant smile that threatened to break through.

Zodac straightened, clearly proud of having “convinced” her. “Then let’s go.”

Their chairs flew through the cosmos at hyper speed before making an abrupt halt. Teela looked around. They were in the throne room of the royal palace.

She watched herself talk to the king while Adam stood in the corner with those people his father had wanted him to meet. Teela caught the tail end of the king telling her that she wasn’t allowed to go through Evelyn’s items in storage before she turned away and left the room.

But this . . . this wasn’t a new universe at all. It was exactly the one she’d left. She turned to Zodac to question him when he held up a finger. “Just wait,” he said.

Teela watched as Adam came over to the king. “So . . . she really can’t go into the room? Not even a peek?” he asked.

King Randor shook his head. “I know she’s concerned for Eldress, but that magic could be dangerous. I wouldn’t want to see her get hurt.”

Teela blinked. She’d thought the king said no because he didn’t trust her with the magic, not because he was worried she’d hurt herself.

“I just . . . I don’t want her to leave, too. If I’d noticed what was up with Krass sooner, she would still be here.” Adam stared at the ground with his hands balled into fists. “Nothing we’ve done so far has helped us find Eldress. So if Teela thinks this will, why not just let her?”

“Because it’s dangerous,” the king repeated. “And sometimes you have to say no to your friends to protect them. If you want to help her, all of you should find a way to do that together.”

But this . . . this didn’t seem like Adam had forgotten about Eldress or didn’t care. More so, he’d cared about Teela. The king, too. And she’d run off and done this. Exactly what she was warned against. “This doesn’t have anything to do with finding Eldress,” she muttered, because she didn’t know what else to say.

“Doesn’t it?”

Teela had had enough.

She was done with being taken on this ride by Zodac. So far, all it had done was make her feel worse about herself. She knew that she shouldn’t have gone against what the king said. She knew that she shouldn’t have done the spell. But what Zodac was missing was the fact that she hadn’t known of any other way to find Eldress. He didn’t understand what it was like to not know if someone you cared about was okay, knowing they were out there somewhere, and wanting desperately to get them back. He just didn’t get it. And she didn’t need to waste time trying to make him understand.

She unbuckled herself from the chair and wrenched the Staff of Magic out from where it was stored on the back. “BY THE POWER OF GRAYSKULL . . .” Teela shouted, clenching her hands around the weapon’s handle. “I HAVE THE POWER!” Teela felt the rush of energy as she transformed into Sorceress and flew into the air.

The world around them shimmered and twisted.

“Arms and legs inside the ride!” Zodac shouted.

But she was done listening to him.
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The stars and planets swirled and bent and shifted around them, becoming a mosaic of colors that mixed with the flicker of constellations. It was almost too dizzying, but Sorceress shook it off and tried to stay focused as she floated in the air.

“I am trying to teach you something!” Zodac snapped, glaring at her from his throne. “You should be listening!”

“Yeah, well, sorry to break it to you, but you’re not a very good teacher.” She shoved the Staff of Magic in front of herself. “I’m going to get out of here on my own. All I need to do is reverse the spell.”

He laughed. “Oh, is it that easy? Then why didn’t you just do that in the first place if I’m such a terrible teacher?”

She grit her teeth. She didn’t know if this spell reversal would work, which was why she hadn’t tried it. Obviously, the best scenario would be to have Zodac help her, but he’d shown at every turn that he had no intention of doing that.

Zodac shook his head. “When are you going to understand that you can’t do everything alone?”

She knew that. Of course she did. Did he really think that she wanted to do things by herself all the time? She hadn’t wanted to do all those jobs on her own. She loved doing things with her friends. Having other people in her life for the first time, it was . . . she liked it. A lot. But that didn’t change the fact that some things, you just had to do by yourself. That was the way the world was. Sometimes, you didn’t have help, but you had to get the job done anyway.

Sorceress tried to think of Evelyn’s spell in reverse. Instead of trying to find something out there in the cosmos, she would go back to where she was at the beginning, pulling away from the wider world to one single point.

She strained as the magic fought against her. The spell wasn’t meant to be used this way, but she needed to do it.

Zodac shook his head, floating his throne up so they were at eye level. “You will regret this. You need my help.”

“Then help me!”

“Not like this.”

She laughed. “So you’ll only help me if you get to do it your way? Because that’s fair.”

Zodac lifted his arms and threw them out, and she could feel herself sharply tugged to the side. She gasped. He wasn’t helping her. He was trying to stop her. Distract her. To bring the world back to the void of stars and planets.

“Stop that!” she shouted.

He raised an eyebrow. “If you want to stop me, you’ll have to do it yourself.”

Fine. If that’s the way he wanted it, that was how he could have it. Teela spread out her wings and lifted her staff. “Wings of Zoar!”

The attack flashed toward Zodac and he batted it away with his hand. “You’ll need to do much better than that.”

Teela flew toward him with a cry, brandishing her staff, and at the last minute, disappearing within her wing and transporting herself behind him, where she struck out with a blast of magic that hit the back of his throne. The man flew away from her with the force of the blast, but swiftly recovered, turning around.

For a moment, Teela thought he actually looked a little impressed before his expression soured into annoyance.

She was impressed herself. She hadn’t been able to portal outside of the void, but clearly, she could portal within it.

Zodac said, “Has anyone ever told you that you’re extremely impatient?”

“No,” she said immediately. On the team, she was usually the voice of reason. The level-headed one. That was how you had to be. Patience and calm made for a lot better of a thief than rash impatience. But it was also important to know when a job wasn’t going anywhere. Wasting time on something that wasn’t worth it wasn’t a good skill for a thief, either. And that’s exactly what playing Zodac’s little games was doing.

The man whose skin shone with galaxies shook his head. “My turn.” He stood from his throne, which shimmered and disappeared behind him. He reached out with his right hand and stars from the void rushed into it, forming a long shape made of bright white light. When he grasped it, the light solidified into a long metal staff with two red ends that flared out and then became pointed at the tips. “Maybe this will keep you put long enough to listen.” He slammed the staff down and light exploded from the bottom before shooting straight at Sorceress.

She twisted out of the way to dodge, but the light followed her and she flew around the void, ducking, twisting, and turning to avoid it.

This wasn’t working.

She couldn’t just keep avoiding the light or it would go on forever; she had to counter it with her own spell. What was it that Zodac said? This should keep her put. Meaning that it was some sort of containment. If she went at it with something meant to break out, it might do the trick.

Sorceress took a sharp turn and then flipped around, facing the light head-on. She thrust out her own staff, aiming the spell directly at the light.

“No!” Zodac shouted.

But it was too late.

Their spells met in the air in a clash of bright white light, and the void started to ripple and tear. Between the tears were different flashing images. She saw one with a version of herself shaking her head at Evelyn and Kronis. And another where Adam, Krass, and Cringer were huddled together against an attack.

It was the worlds that Zodac had shown her!

She twisted around in the air and spotted the room filled with Evelyn’s objects. That was it! That was her world. It wasn’t where Eldress was, but at least if Sorceress could get back home, she could regroup and figure things out. It had been a day full of missteps, but finally, this felt like a leap in the right direction.

She propelled herself toward the tear.

Zodac had been very clear about arms and legs inside the ride, but she got the feeling that was just to keep her trapped in the void. If she went straight at it . . .

“Stop! You don’t know what you’re doing!” Zodac shouted again.

She ignored him.

Sorceress made contact with the tear and the world exploded into a kaleidoscope of lights.
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Teela opened her eyes, not aware that she’d shut them against the bright lights. She looked down at her body. Somehow during this process, she’d turned back into her normal self. She did a quick check. No visible injuries. She reached up and touched her hair, counting each ponytail. Tri-pony remained intact. She reached back and the Staff of Magic was securely strapped to her back. She looked around the storage area where Evelyn’s things were kept and squinted. Something about it felt . . . different. Like, hadn’t there been that giant glass smoky orb in here before?

She thought about grabbing Evelyn’s journal and then decided against it. That thing hadn’t brought her anything but trouble. If she was going to find Eldress, Evelyn’s methods weren’t the way to do it.

Teela yawned. It was late. She needed to get back to her room. If she was lucky, she could do it before anyone noticed she had been gone. Eventually, she would have to tell Adam and the others what she’d done. This didn’t seem like the sort of thing she could hide from her friends forever. And maybe they would just be so relieved that she escaped that there would be less room to be mad.

Pushing open the storage pod’s door, Teela peered up and down the hall, and there was no movement. She slipped out of the room and made her way to the basement doors.

This would be tricky because the guards were on the other side.

She made herself invisible again, though it was an effort. She’d used so much magic today. She could already see the shield of invisibility flickering. She would be lucky if she could even make it to her room.

Despite the effort, Teela forced out a gust of air, sending it through the basement door and down the hall, hoping she remembered the location of those vases that lined the hall. When she heard a crash, she smiled.

From the other side of the door, a guard said, “What was that?!”

She waited a moment before pushing open the doors and slipping through, then moving down the hall as fast as possible. Hopefully that wouldn’t set off a real alarm, but if it did, she could easily join the Masters in checking it out without arousing any suspicion of where she’d been.

As Teela darted down the halls, she started to notice things. Had the rugs on the floor always looked this . . . purple? The drapes were also really green. Like, really green. Neon, almost. It was in terrible taste.

Behind her, the guards returned to their post in front of the basement. “Great, now King Skeletor is going to take that vase out of our wages.”

The other guard blinked. “You get wages?”

“Well . . . no. But if we did, I mean.”

King Skeletor?! There was no way that she heard that right. She’d barely been gone for a few hours. There was no way that Skeletor had taken over the city of Eternos in that time; it just wasn’t possible.

Teela continued running down the hall, stopping in front of the portrait that was supposed to be of Adam’s family. Instead, there were X’s drawn over the king’s and queen’s faces, and Adam’s had been scribbled on. Meanwhile, Keldor had little pink hearts floating around his head. Teela whipped around and saw another portrait. A new one. This one featured Skeletor posing with both his Havoc Staff and the Sword of Power, and he had a crown on his head.

This . . . none of this made sense.

“Halt!” shouted a couple of guards from down the hall.

Teela gasped. Her invisibility spell had worn off without her realizing. She tried to get it back, but all her hands did when she formed the symbols were spark helplessly. “Okay, different tactic.” She pulled the staff from her back and shouted, “BY THE POWER OF GRAY—what?” She didn’t even get through the full sentence. There was usually a rush of power and light that filled her body. But now, there was nothing. She frowned at the staff. “BY THE POWER OF GRAY—really?!” It wasn’t working. Why wasn’t it working?

The guards stalked menacingly toward her. “What’s your business in this wing, witch?”

How did they know she was a—never mind. There were too many weird things happening at once. Time for another different tactic. “Is that King Skeletor?” she said, pointing behind them.

The first guard smirked. “I’m not falling for that; it’s happened way too many times.”

“So you’re willing to risk not bowing to your king, who is right behind you?”

“He’s not.” He glanced at his partner for a moment. “He’s not.”

The other guard shrugged. “I mean, you can’t be a hundred percent sure.”

“I can! She’s just saying that so we’ll look away and she can make fun of us. She knows she’s not supposed to be in this area.”

Teela shrugged. “I mean, if you don’t want to believe me, you can. But the longer you make him wait, the worse the punishment is going to be.”

“You know, she is right about that,” the second guard said. “It would be bad.”

“Okay, okay. How about you keep your eyes on her, and I’ll look.”

“And get in trouble because I didn’t look?”

“If he’s there, I’ll tell you, and you can look right away, too.”

While the guards were arguing, Teela turned on her heel and ran the other way down the hallway. She smashed one of the windows with her staff and hopped out onto the long expansive balcony that led to an entire row of Sky Sleds. The sleek electric blue machines were compact, easy to use, and most importantly—fast.

Teela jumped onto one, tucking her staff into the storage area meant for the pikes of royal palace guards. It was incredibly convenient. She settled onto the seat and grasped the handlebars. It would be the perfect getaway as long as she could start it with her magic, since it’s not like she had a key. Once, twice, three times, she tried. Her hands kept sparking. “Come on, come on, come on!” The sixth time she tried was the charm and the sled roared to life.

Teela zoomed into the air as fast as she could, hoping that the guards wouldn’t pursue her. When she turned back to look at the palace, it was surrounded by huge neon-green banners bearing Skeletor’s face. And strangely, the guards didn’t seem to be even trying to follow her.

Something had gone very, very wrong.
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Teela took a quick inventory of her situation as she flew in the Sky Sled with its headlights set to dim to mask her location. No one seemed to be following her, thankfully, but better safe than sorry. She also needed to figure out what to do. First, this was not her version of Eternia. She highly doubted that Skeletor could have taken over Eternos that quickly. Second, she did not, in fact, have the power. For some unknown reason, she couldn’t become Sorceress and therefore couldn’t use those abilities to survive here. And third, she had no idea how to get back to the world she came from, landing her in a situation very similar to the one she’d thought she’d escaped. Oh, and fourth, it seemed that unlike before in the different worlds, she could be seen and heard in this one.

On the bright side, the Masters must be in this world somewhere. Zodac was possibly the least helpful person she’d ever met, but he’d made her think about one thing. And that was the fact that things probably would have gone better if she’d had her friends with her, helping. So she would find them now, in this world. They could help her figure out what was going on, and once she had her Sorceress powers back, she could try portaling herself out of this world. It might not work, but at least it was a start.

And so, if the royal palace was overtaken by Skeletor, her friends were likely in one of two places: Castle Grayskull or the tribal village. In the version of the world that Zodac had shown her, where Skeletor got the Sword of Power, some of her friends were in the village, so she figured that was the better place to look first. Especially because if this world’s Adam also never got his He-Man powers in the first place, he should still be at his adopted home.

Teela revved the sled and headed toward the jungle. Once there she drove straight in, ducking under vines and skirting around trees. Finally, she broke into the open area with homes and buildings. Villagers looked at her curiously, though they didn’t seem alarmed until they saw the Skeletor emblem on the side of the Sky Sled.

Well, that had been an oversight.

“A raid from King Skeletor!” screamed a villager, and Teela sighed.

“No! No! I’m not working with the king, I just . . . uh, borrowed this. I’m looking for Adam and Krass. Or a tiger named Cringer. Any of them.” The villagers were hesitant, but she set the sled down and stepped away from it slowly, keeping her hands up.

“I swear that I’ve seen her with King Skeletor before,” she heard one villager say to another. Which was confusing because she’d only been in this world for a short time. But then again, this was a new world. That probably meant there was another Teela, but what would she be doing with Skeletor?! The villager was probably mixing her up with a different person.

“I think maybe you’re mistaking me for someone else,” Teela said. “If I was with King Skeletor, I would have attacked you already.” She was just guessing, but it worked, and the villagers calmed down.

A woman came over to her. “I don’t know any Adams. But Krasstine and Cringer do tend to be together.” She pointed down a hill. “They’re gathering water from the spring right now.”

“Thank you!”

Teela ran down the lush hill toward the sparkling waterfall she could see in the distance. As she got closer, she expected to hear Krass loudly directing Cringer, not even realizing how much she missed hearing the girl’s voice. But it was quiet.

Krass was picking up two heavy-looking buckets of water, grunting slightly under the weight, but succeeding at carrying them. Meanwhile, Cringer was about to pick up a stick with two buckets of his own tied to the end. “Oh. Hello there.”

Okay, so they definitely didn’t know who she was. “Hi, uh . . . sorry, this will seem really strange, but do you know a boy named Adam?” She lifted her hand up. “About this tall, blond hair, blue eyes. Maybe you found him wandering the jungle and took him under your uh . . . paw?”

“I truly cannot say that I’ve ever made the acquaintance of such a boy.” Cringer stroked his chin with his paw. “Krasstine, how about you?”

Teela looked over at Krass, whose eyes were downcast. She had her usual helmet and blue hair and looked like the Krass that Teela knew, but there was something distinctly different. The girl shrugged and shook her head.

“She’s not much of a conversationalist,” Cringer said apologetically. “Her parents died in an accident when she was small, and it’s been hard for her to recover from it.”

It dawned on Teela then. Of course. Krass struggled with memories of the crash that trapped her in wreckage that it took the Tiger Tribe three days to rescue her from. When she met Adam, she came out of her shell more. Krass had blossomed into the loud and confident girl they all now knew. In turn, she had helped Adam adapt to his new home the way she had. But in this world, she’d never met Adam, meaning that never happened.

Teela glanced down at Cringer’s paws and saw that they were without claws, just as he’d been when she first met him. He flexed his paws self-consciously and she looked away. She said, “Sorry to have bothered you . . . thank you for the information.”

“Not a problem,” Cringer said with a smile, picking up his buckets. He walked toward the village and Krass followed quietly behind him.

So Adam wasn’t here.

Teela sighed and looked back toward the village. If she wanted to find him, she was going to need to be able to use her magic. She wanted to keep going, but she needed to take a break. She would stop, rest for a bit, and get in a good meal, then she would be ready to go.

She stared up at the night sky and sighed.

Wherever he was, Teela hoped that this world’s Adam would be able to help her.
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Teela stepped out of the small house and stretched her arms high over her head. One of the villagers had been kind enough to give her something to eat and a place to rest for a bit. Though from the way she kept sneaking fearful glances at her, Teela suspected it was because the woman still kind of thought she was working for Skeletor. It made Teela think of the made-up version of her that Zodac had conjured, who worked for the evil King Randor and fought against her friends.

A thought occurred to her, and she returned indoors to the lady who’d hosted her. “What about King Randor? What happened to him?” A pit started to form in Teela’s stomach. What if the king . . . ?

“In the dungeons, I assume,” the woman said with a shrug. “King Skeletor likes to take him out in public every once in a while and parade him around on his victory day. You’re supposed to throw rotten fruit at him.” She scowled. “A big waste because I don’t usually let my fruit go rotten, and so I have to save it all up for this one holiday—”

“So he’s alive, the king?”

“What? Oh, yes, he is.”

Well, that was at least some good news. She thanked the woman and left the house.

Outside, she turned to her right without thinking and bumped straight into Krass. The girl shot her an annoyed look that very much lined up with the Krass that Teela knew. But then the girl simply turned away and left. Which was decidedly not very like the Krass she knew.

So okay, she couldn’t rely on help from her or Cringer. But there was still Adam.

This time, when Teela stretched out her hands, the magic came to her right away since she’d had some time to rest and recharge. No sparks or false starts. She concentrated on finding this world’s Adam. This spell wasn’t as far reaching as the one she’d found in Evelyn’s journal and wouldn’t work if the person was too far away. She knew because she’d tried to use it to find Eldress before and failed. It also didn’t transport you to the person the way Evelyn’s spell did. But it felt too risky to try the word witch’s spell again, given that it seemed to only get her in trouble. But hopefully Adam would be close and hers would be enough.

She furrowed her brow, hoping it would work and . . . there!

She saw Adam sitting by himself, huddled at the base of a tree, tucked into a hole in it, drawing in the dirt with a stick. There were a lot of trees, actually. And she recognized it! It was the Evergreen Forest, and it was close to Castle Grayskull. It was a pretty big area with a bunch of fruit trees for food. Not a terrible place to successfully hide from your evil uncle-turned-skeleton. She hoped that was a good sign.

Teela hopped on the Sky Sled, keeping the picture of where Adam was in her mind.

She rose over the tribal village and when she looked down, she spotted Krass watching her. Teela raced away on the sled, leaning low and trying to get to Adam as soon as possible.

Before long, she saw the tree-covered landscape from her spell and started looking for Adam. Which wasn’t exactly easy because if he didn’t know her, he’d probably started to hide the minute he heard the sled—

Teela stopped dead in the air.

She spotted a tree and peeking out of it were a pair of red shoes.

She really, really hoped this was not this world’s Adam’s best attempt at hiding. Maybe he just wasn’t trying to hide?

She zoomed down and landed the sled in front of the tree.

Adam shrieked and started to run away. Then tripped on his own feet and fell. Then scrambled up again. Tried to run. Tripped once more and just kind of lay there.

This . . . was not looking good.

“Are you done running?” she asked.

He grunted from where he lay. “It depends. Are you going to kill me?”

“No.”

“So then you won’t mind if I just stay here?”

She sighed. “What if I was lying?”

“ . . . are you?”

This boy had zero survival skills. The Adam she knew had been brave even when he was a little kid, not only escaping when Skeletor tried to murder him, but also helping protect the Sword of Power. He’d needed some help from Eldress, sure, but he’d had the bravery inside him.

This Adam on the other hand . . . not so much.

She got off the Sky Sled and went over to him. She stretched out her hand for him to take, which he did, and she helped him off the ground.

“Sorry,” he mumbled. “Clumsy.”

Since when? Sure, Adam wasn’t always graceful, but this was ridiculous! “I’m Teela.”

“Adam.”

She was tempted to say she knew but wasn’t sure if springing the whole “I’m here from another world” thing on a boy who already seemed to be going through a lot was the right move. “Aren’t you the lost prince?” she asked instead. The Adam in her world hadn’t had any memories of his past; she wondered if this one was the same.

His eyes went wide and he looked around. “Don’t say that too loud,” he whispered. “I’ve been hiding for years. No one’s ever actually found me. Sometimes people come out here, but they don’t usually bother me.”

Teela hid her shock. This Adam did have his memories. But why? What was different? “And were you . . . hiding . . . just now?” she asked.

He grinned. “Yeah. But I mean, people don’t usually find me like you did.”

She had no idea how he’d managed that, because he was terrible at hiding. “Why are you here? How did you escape Skeletor?” She was not going to call that monster King if she didn’t have to.

Adam sighed and went back to his spot, sliding onto the ground. Teela spotted a blanket, jugs filled with water, and some fruit. There was also a bundle of clothes that looked like the royal garments he would have worn as a child. They might have actually been what he wore. Though they were now more of a makeshift pillow.

He took up his stick and resumed drawing with it in the dirt, but she noticed that now his fingers shook. “Uh, yeah . . . well, my uncle tried to kill me. Can you believe that? To get this staff thing and, uh . . .” He swallowed and gripped his stick. “I tried to, um, to fight.” He looked up at her suddenly. “Like, I really gave it my best!”

She nodded along. “I’m sure you did.” That was a good sign that maybe this Adam did have bravery inside him.

He stared back down at his stick. “Didn’t matter. He got the staff, and I had the sword for a minute . . . when I was fighting!” He looked at her again, like he was waiting for her to agree.

“And then?”

He shrugged. “He took it and was trying to force it to work, I guess? He must have figured it out, since he’s the king now. But while he was distracted doing that, I ran away. Just ran and ran, fell down a few hills and holes, and eventually, I ended up here.”

“What about Eldress? She didn’t help you?”

“Who?” He blinked up at her.

Teela was about to question him more when she heard a sound that she’d become unfortunately familiar with lately.

Hissing.

“Oh no,” she groaned.

Six undead snakes poured through the trees toward them. And they were different from the ones she recognized in her world. For one, they were a lot bigger. Nearly double her height. Adam shrieked again and immediately scrambled to run away. Once again falling on his face.

The fact that he’d been able to run away from Skeletor at all was a miracle.

She hopped on the Sky Sled and gestured to him. “Get on the back!”

He didn’t need to be told twice. He jumped on and grabbed her waist. “Just so you know, I do get a little motion siiiiiiiiick.” She took off with the sled just as he was saying the last word.
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Teela zoomed forward on the Sky Sled to the sounds of hisses trailing behind them. She thought they would be safe in the air, but apparently these snakes were also very accomplished at jumping. One leaped at the back of the bike and latched onto the end, throwing them off course. She tried to shake it off, but it wasn’t exactly easy between the lack of control from their unwanted guest and Adam screaming in her ear.

“Push it off!” she shouted, turning back.

Adam looked at her, incredulous. “With my hands?!” He gestured to the creature that was snapping at him with wicked sharp fangs.

“Kick it!”

He did an experimental “kick” that was really more him shakily stretching out a foot that barely came near the monster.

Teela sighed and let go of the controls momentarily to shoot a spell at the snake that blasted it off the back.

“You should have just done that in the first place,” Adam muttered.

She grit her teeth. “I was trying not to waste magic.” If she’d had her Sorceress powers, she could have just gotten rid of the snakes, but that clearly wasn’t going to happen. Even then, they would just combine and get bigger, and how much of that could she actually handle on her own?

She revved the sled and forced it to move faster, but the snakes weren’t giving up. On the ground, they were keeping up with the speed and kept jumping at them. She swerved left and right to try to avoid them, the hissing growing louder in her ears.

This wouldn’t work. They couldn’t run from them forever.

“Any ideas?” Teela shouted back at Adam.

“Hide!”

Of course.

Teela’s eyes darted around until she saw a moss-covered tunnel. It was just narrow enough to fit them, but not the snakes. She turned the sled straight for it, taking it as fast as she could go and leaning low. The entrance was looking more and more narrow, and what she had been 100 percent sure they could fit through from afar, she was less certain about the closer they got to it.

“We’re not going to fit!” Adam shouted.

“We’ll be fine,” she said. “Probably.”

“Probably?!”

The tunnel got closer and closer, and there was no way to pull back now. They both leaned down. Either they were going to get through or they were going to be caught by the snakes behind them.

Closer.

Closer.

Almost there.

“We’re gonna die!” Adam screamed just as they zoomed into the tunnel. Both of them were nearly pressed flat against the sled, but they made it.

Out the other end, Teela looked back and saw the snakes stuck in the tunnel, hissing and snapping their massive jaws.

She grinned. “That’ll hold them for a bit.” She turned to Adam. “Now, what’s a good hiding spot? One where no one will see your shoes poking out.”

Adam flushed but pointed where to go.

He led her to a waterfall that he instructed her to go through. She gave him a skeptical look but listened and barreled into the water. Both of them got soaked but in happier news, there was a cave on the other side!

She looked over at Adam, who sighed, pulling his shirt away from his body, trying to wring out the water.

Teela cast a spell to dry their clothes.

He jerked his head up in surprise. “Oh! Thanks. Wow, that magic is pretty handy.”

“It tends to be useful.”

He collapsed onto the ground with a loud exhale. “What were those things?”

“You’ve never seen them?” Teela said, not hiding the shock in her voice. She thought Adam would be used to being chased by Skeletor’s snake servants.

He shook his head. “No.”

The world’s Skeletor had lost Adam, so wouldn’t he have pursued the boy to the ends of the earth to get rid of him? That seemed to be the way he was in their world. And he’d only been delayed by the fact that he didn’t have all the power he wanted. But in this world, he seemed to have gotten it all right away. So why not get rid of this threat?

Then again . . .

She watched Adam get up to retrieve a blanket at the other end of the cave, trip on a stray rock, and fall again.

This Adam wasn’t exactly a threat. The Adam in her world had actively ruined Skeletor’s plans. But this one, he was pretty much harmless as far as she could see. He probably hadn’t been worth bothering with all this time. But now, it seemed, Skeletor was tying up loose ends. It was just her luck that this was also the time when she’d come to this world.

“Are they going to come back?” Adam said, looking up at her as he wrapped a blanket around his shoulders.

She nodded. “Likely.”

He deflated, hunching his shoulders and staring at the floor.

Teela didn’t get it. Eldress should have helped Adam. That’s how it happened in her world. But in this one . . . for some reason, the guardian hadn’t intervened. What if she didn’t even exist here? What then?

She shook her head. Whether Eldress was here or not wasn’t the issue. This Adam hadn’t gotten the Sword of Power, which was probably why Teela couldn’t become Sorceress. Which meant that they would have to get the sword to this Adam first. Once they had the power, they could use it to send this world’s Skeletor packing, and then she could hopefully portal home.

She said, “I think we should try and get in contact with your dad. He may know where Skeletor is keeping the Sword of Power.”

Adam’s eyes went wide. “My dad?”

“Yes. He’s being kept in the castle dungeons. I think I can break us in—”

“He’s alive?!” Adam shot to his feet, his eyes locked on hers.

“I—yes. You didn’t know?” The woman in the tribal village said he was brought out on public holidays, but Adam had been in hiding this entire time. Not even making contact with other people. He’d probably assumed the worst.

“He’s . . . he’s alive.” Adam fell to his knees.

Teela nodded and walked over to him. “He’s alive. And we’re going to go save him.”
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Though Adam had initially seemed excited to learn that his dad was alive, now his face fell. She didn’t get it. This was good news, wasn’t it? If she’d thought Eldress was gone, not just lost, and someone told her they knew her mentor was alive, she’d have been deliriously happy. But things didn’t seem to be as clear-cut for the lost prince.

“That means he’s been in the dungeons all these years?” Adam said quietly.

Teela winced. Yeah, she guessed that wasn’t exactly how you might want to imagine your dad living. “I think so, yeah.” She smiled, trying to crack the tension. “But we can get to him. We’ll just break into the palace, talk to him, find the Sword of Power, you’ll get it and power up into He-Man, share the power, and then we can defeat Skeletor and save Eternia.”

Adam’s eyes got wider and wider the more she spoke. “The sword of what? He-who? And wait, I can’t fight King Skeletor! Is your head up in the stars? I would die! We would die! I’m not some sort of . . . of . . .”

“Hero?” she finished.

He nodded. “I’m not. I just want to help my dad.”

“Okay. Maybe one step at a time. We’ll start with breaking into the palace and making contact with the king. Or, erm, former king.”

Adam still seemed troubled, but he nodded in agreement.

This was going to be a lot harder than she thought. Even if the king did know where the sword was being kept, it would probably be heavily guarded, and they weren’t working with a lot in terms of fighting power. Adam’s abilities were basically none. And there was only so much she could do with magic. There was always the option to find this world’s version of herself and get her help, but at the end of the day, they would still need Adam to unlock the powers of Grayskull.

So just like she told him, they would take it one step at a time. Just the two of them for now.

Teela hopped on the Sky Sled and gestured to Adam. “Okay, get on.”

“We’re going already?!”

“Yes. It’s still daylight. By the time we get there it’ll be nighttime; that’s our best bet for getting inside.”

With a groan, Adam dragged himself to the sled.

“Do not puke on me,” Teela warned.

“I’ll do my best.”

Good enough.
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Teela parked the Sky Sled on the edge of the city, hiding it behind a dumpster in an alley. The sled and her staff would be safe there. It was dark already, though the area remained lit up by the neon green of Havoc that surrounded the snakes wandering freely through the streets. Vendors stood at their stations, warily eyeing the serpentine creatures and sighing when the odd guard took one of their wares without paying. She couldn’t judge too much since that was basically what she used to do, but at least she was stealthy with it and only took things she needed for herself or a job. These guards just seemed to be taking because they could and they knew the shop owners couldn’t do a thing about it.

She turned over her shoulder to give Adam instructions and found him staring wide eyed at the space around them.

Right. He hadn’t been back to the capital since Keldor took him away to Castle Grayskull when he was younger. It probably looked a lot different now than it had then. It definitely looked way different to her. Honestly, the amount of neon green was way over the top. Skeletor had no flair for subtlety.

“I’m going to get us some guard disguises. That’ll be the easiest way to get inside. Then we’ll follow their route up to the palace.” The guard rotations as far as she could see weren’t much different than how they were in her world. She’d already spotted the ones that would be heading up to the castle soon. Two were lounging in an alley, eating the food they’d taken from shops. “Once we switch places with them, we can make our way to the castle. The key is to stay quiet and just follow the lead of the others.”

“You can’t just, like, use magic to get us in?”

Teela shook her head. “I can’t use it infinitely. It’s better if I conserve my strength in case we need it.” She didn’t say that if they had to steal the Sword of Power, they would 100 percent need a lot of strength and magic. It would only scare him, and it’s not like he was cool, calm, and collected already. “You stay here. I’ll get the uniforms and come back.”

She slunk her way over to the alley, winding behind vendor stalls and pressing herself against shadows. She flipped her fingers in a series and used a spell that blocked off the alley and made it look like the guards were still standing there, eating. It blocked sound, too.

Then she leaped at them. They barely had a chance to fumble with their meals before she knocked the first one unconscious with a well-placed elbow to the face. She picked up the fallen guard’s pike and used it to knock the second one unconscious.

A quick search of their bodies helped her find the restraints they had, which she used on them. Then she dragged them over to a stack of empty crates and hid them behind it. They would stay knocked out for some time. She put on the first guard’s uniform and tucked the other away under her clothes. After she was sure no one was looking, she dispelled the illusion and walked out of the alley.

When she reached Adam again, he blinked. “How did you—”

“Little magic, little brute force. No big deal.” Though it kind of was. She’d used more magic than she should have, but now they had guard uniforms. She led Adam over to the rotation heading up to the palace and they fell into step.

One of the guards said something to her about them almost being late, and she grunted in response, which was apparently acceptable, because the guard turned around without saying anything more.

Teela took a breath as they marched straight toward the royal palace now overtaken by their greatest enemy.
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Since they’d entered the palace, Adam had nearly knocked over a vase, tripped on the carpet, almost accidentally impaled himself on a decorative spear, tripped on a different section of carpet, and somehow fallen going up the stairs (when people usually fall going down). The guards walking with them had started throwing the two of them concerning looks.

Teela had no idea why this world’s Adam was so terrifically clumsy. It would be funny if it weren’t potentially something that could get them killed.

“Can you please try and be a tiny bit more careful?” Teela muttered under her breath.

Adam cringed. “Sorry. You know, my mom wanted me to take these lessons to be more graceful and stuff, but I ended up skipping them.”

Which meant that probably her world’s Adam had dutifully attended his lessons.

Teela followed the guards to a point and then paused, pretending like she was getting a message on her helmet intercom, and deepened her voice to sound more like the guard she’d stolen the uniform from. “Reassigned? But we’re supposed to be—” She paused and nodded, pretending to look annoyed. “Yes, of course. Whatever King Skeletor requests.”

The head guard in front of them stopped and looked at her. “What is it?”

“Looks like a couple of the guards in the dungeons had some bad street meat. We’re being sent to relieve them.”

The guard stared at her for a long moment and she forced herself to keep still. If he decided to check in himself, it would all fall apart. She needed him to believe her.

Suddenly his gaze snapped to the left. “Careful!”

Teela turned to where Adam had somehow knocked a painting askew and was now trying to fix it. She went over and helped him out.

The guard sighed. “Whatever. At least he can’t mess anything up down there.”

“Exactly,” Teela said.

The guard took one last skeptical look at them before catching up with the rest of the group.

Adam gave her a thumbs-up and she blinked. “Wait, did you do that on purpose? As a distraction?”

“Sometimes being clumsy has its upsides,” he said with a grin. She found herself smiling back. Looks like this Adam had his own strengths after all.

Teela led the way down to the dungeons, giving the same excuse about being reassigned to the guards they met along the way who accepted it without adding much more. The stairs led to a single hallway branching off that held a long line of cells on either side.

She almost gasped when she saw them. The space was nearly unrecognizable. Under King Randor’s rule, they were sleek and clean spaces. And sure, they weren’t exactly hotel quality, but they were humane. But it looked like Skeletor had taken it upon himself to redecorate.

The clear walls of the cells were so greasy, fogged, and stained that you could barely make out whoever was inside. There was a heavy scent to the air that smelled halfway between rotting fish and a very potent fart. And there were forgotten trays of food lying outside the cells, as if the guards hadn’t bothered to pick up the trash.

She looked back at Adam, whose jaw was half-open as he stared around at the place where his father had been held for years.

Teela went to the prisoner log at the front of the row of cells. “You check to make sure no other guards come down here. Meanwhile, I’ll look up the king in the system to figure out where he’s being kept.” She scanned the ID badge of the guard whose uniform she’d stolen to get into the system. It was easy enough to find King Randor. “Okay, he’s at the very back. Let’s go—” The words died on her lips as she turned and caught sight of Adam.

His entire face had gone pale and he was wringing his hands.

“What’s wrong?” Teela asked.

“He . . . he’ll be so disappointed in me.” Adam stared down at his hands. “I was supposed to be a prince. Princes are supposed to be strong and brave. I should have done something.”

“You did! You did you best to stop Keldor. You—”

“No. I didn’t.” Adam bit his lip and stared at the ground. “I lied.”

He . . . what?! Teela had no words. She’d come here with Adam hoping that they could work together to fix what was wrong with this world and get her home. Instead, she’d now wasted time jumping into a dangerous situation with a liar.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I was . . . ashamed. You mentioned a woman? There was one there, she talked about being a champion and stuff, and so I took the sword she told me to. But then . . . I threw it, as far as I could, thinking Keldor would go after it and leave me alone. I was right. While my uncle went to grab it, I ran. I fled Castle Grayskull. I tripped and fell down a cliff. I think he thought I was dead. So then . . . I kept running.” He hunched his shoulders. “That story I told you. I’d practiced saying it for years. In case I was ever saved and King Skeletor was defeated. But I can’t. I can’t say that to my father. But the truth . . .”

Not only was this world’s Adam not brave at all. He was the exact opposite. He was a coward. He’d run away and he’d lied.

“I really am sorry, Teela,” Adam said, finally looking up at her. “I can’t do this.”

And then, he did what he did best.

He ran.
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Teela couldn’t make herself move. After all, what could she do? Drag Adam back and somehow convince him to tell his father the truth? It was a waste of time. If he didn’t believe in himself, how was he supposed to command the Sword of Power? And what could she do? How was she supposed to make him think that?

And just like that, she was back on her own.

This was what she should have just done in the beginning. These people, this world’s Adam, and Krass, and Cringer, and even Duncan, wherever he was. They weren’t her friends. They were completely different people. And they couldn’t help her. The best way for her to do this was alone.

She would go to the king and see what he knew about the Sword of Power. She’d collect it herself, and then . . . she didn’t know. She’d figure something out. There had to be a way to get home.

Teela checked that no guards were coming into the space and then ran down the length of the hall. She got to the final cell and used the sleeve of her uniform to wipe away the grime from the window so she could see inside. When she spotted the king, she gasped.

He sat on the floor of the cell, his eyes dull and unfocused with dark bags underneath them. His clothes were grimy and tattered, and she could see the remnants of rotting fruit on the material. Clearly Skeletor wasn’t giving him a new set of clothes when the old ones, she assumed, got ruined every year. His normally neat mustache, beard, and eyebrows were overgrown and bushy.

When he looked up and saw her, he glared.

Teela blinked and stumbled back.

Okay . . . so he definitely wasn’t happy to see her.

But he hadn’t been happy to see any of them that first time around when he was upset with them for using the power of Grayskull. Not that they were using it now in this world. But he must have had his reasons. This was something that she could smooth over.

“I know you don’t know me—”

“Oh, I know you,” he ground out between his teeth.

Great. Now she had to try to get information out of someone who obviously wasn’t her biggest fan.

“Look, you don’t seem to like me very much—”

He snorted.

“—but I am actually trying to help you. Do you know where Skeletor is keeping the Sword of Power? If we can get it away from him, there may be a chance to save you and Eternos. The whole of Eternia, actually.”

The king’s shoulders started to shake.

Was he . . . crying? What was going on with this guy?

But then she listened closer and realized that he was laughing. “Um, care to let me in on the joke?”

“A servant of Skeletor trying to save the world? Ridiculous! What is this? Some new form of torture that my brother has devised? I knew your small acts of kindness were false. What was the point? To lead up to this grand trick?” He crossed his arms over his chest. “Stealing the Sword of Power is at least something that makes sense for you. After all, you already did it once before. Which begs the question of why you would need my help to do it again.”

“. . . what?” Teela couldn’t figure out what else to say. What was Randor talking about? Her, a servant of Skeletor? No way! She would never do that! But it was an eerie echo of what that villager in the Tiger Tribe had said—that she’d seen Teela with Skeletor. Teela thought immediately of the world that Zodac had shown her, where she’d teamed up with an evil King Randor and fought against her friends.

Everyone has the capacity for wrongdoing, Teela. What’s important is asking yourself why and how you could become that. Looking inside yourself and questioning your choices. So tell me, what do you think could make you turn to the dark side?

Teela shook off the thoughts. “No!” she snapped at the former king. “I would never work with Skeletor. I wouldn’t do that! I wouldn’t fight against my friends!”

The king chuckled. “What friends?”

Her mouth clamped shut.

Because he was right.

She was alone here in this world. None of the people (or tigers) who were supposed to be her friends were. And isn’t that what she’d decided was best? That she needed to find Eldress by herself. Because sometimes that was just how you got things done. You did them yourself.

There were shouts in the hall, and Teela broke her gaze away from the former king, looking around in a panic. She opened the cell next to his that she hoped to the stars was unoccupied and slipped inside. In this case, the dirty cell doors worked in her favor because you could barely see her inside. She saw Randor staring at her from his cell for a moment before he turned away.
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The shouts turned out to be from a sentry of guards who entered the dungeon, stomping down its long single hallway. Teela had to strain to see, partially because of the angle of the cell, and partially because of how dirty the clear door was.

She squinted as she noticed another figure behind the guards and had to stop herself from gasping when she realized who it was.

Skeletor, the Dark Master of Havoc himself. He’d upgraded his usual armor to include gold detailing and had draped a long velvet cape over his shoulders, the ends of which two people carried behind him so it wouldn’t drag on the floor. She couldn’t help but notice the gold crown placed over the top of the hood that partially covered his face in shadow. He strutted as if he owned the place (which, technically, he now did), the neon green of Havoc glowing on the eyes of the face that decorated his chest plate.

“They were asking about the dungeon? How did they get this far?” Skeletor sneered as he looked at a guard who trembled under his gaze.

The guard stumbled over his words, speaking rapidly. “We’re not sure how this happened, sire. We were told the imposters were heading here, so it seemed important to check on things. But rest assured, they have already been purged from our ranks.”

“So you found them?”

“Um . . . well . . . they kind of . . . disappeared.”

Skeletor stopped and narrowed his eyes. “Disappeared? Hm . . . well, maybe if you join them, you’ll figure out how.” Before the guard could say anything in his defense, Skeletor pulled the Havoc Staff from where it was strapped to his back and sent a pure stream of energy at the guard, who was shocked in a flash of electric green and then disappeared into dust. Skeletor threw back his head and cackled. The sound was loud and high pitched and echoed in the small space.

Once he was done, he looked disdainfully at the pile of dust that had been the guard. “Um . . . can someone do something about this? Sweep it into a cell or something?” He neatly sidestepped the mess that had once been a person and continued down to the king’s cell.

He peered into his brother’s cage and smiled. “Well, looks like whoever came down here didn’t do it to break you out, dear brother.”

Randor chose not to comment.

Skeletor snapped his fingers. “My thief witch! Come!”

To Teela’s utter horror, from the crowd of guards emerged . . . well, her.

This world’s Teela was dressed much the same as her except for the little skull badge on her chest. And her face was different somehow. Not physically. It just seemed . . . harder. Like it was forcibly stiffened. Or like she was just holding it that way.

“Yes, Your Majesty?” she asked as she bowed. Teela curled her lip. There was no way she would ever bow to Skeletor, but this version of herself was doing it without any hesitation.

Skeletor grinned and held his bony hand out. “Did you get what I asked for?”

“Yes, sire. Your everlasting tomato.” The other Teela held out what looked like an ordinary tomato. But Skeletor seemed overjoyed to have it.

“Open the cell!” he shouted.

A guard scrambled forward and opened the cell door.

The former king didn’t move, keeping his back turned. Teela strained to see what was happening, while still making sure no one was paying any attention to her cell. Sure, it was dirty, but when she was this close to the doors, if someone actually looked over and squinted, they would see her.

Meanwhile, Skeletor held the tomato in one hand and pointed the staff at it with the other. Bright green Havoc flooded into the tomato, slowly rotting it. The edges turned black and moldy and it became soft and squishy.

Skeletor pulled back his arm and threw the mess at Randor’s head, where it landed with a wet splat. He shrieked with laughter and the guards joined in. Teela noticed that her other self was the only one not laughing.

And then, the mess of splattered tomato on the former king’s head gathered itself back up and returned to Skeletor’s hand. Teela guessed that was what made it “everlasting.”

Skeletor threw it again, and again, and again. Until finally he sighed. “Borinnnngg.” He motioned for the guards to shut Randor’s cell door, then turned around and walked back toward the entrance to the dungeons with his group.

Teela watched as the other version of herself lagged behind them.

And when Skeletor and his group left through the doors, the other Teela didn’t go with them. She stopped, then turned around, and came back to Randor’s cell.

The former king narrowed his eyes at the other Teela. Then he blinked and turned to the cell where Teela was hiding. He looked back and forth between the two, probably trying to figure out how there were two of them.

Finally he scoffed and muttered, “Witches.”

As if on cue, the other Teela flicked her hand toward Randor, crossing her fingers in a few variations. Suddenly, his dirty robes cleaned themselves.

Randor didn’t seem surprised by it. He just shook his head and said, “I do not understand you.”

“The smell was bothering me,” the other Teela mumbled. But it was obvious that it was a lie.

She turned around and this time, she actually left the dungeon.

Teela, meanwhile, stayed frozen in the cell. This other version of her wasn’t evil at all. She hadn’t laughed with the other guards, and she’d even helped the former king regain some of his dignity, knowing that if anyone caught her, she would be in huge trouble. And from Randor’s lack of surprise, this wasn’t the first time she’d done that for him. But then, why was she working for Skeletor?

Teela knew she wasn’t going to learn why here.

It was time to go see someone who would have the answers she wanted.
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Castle Grayskull loomed in the distance with its giant carved face surrounded by dark looming clouds. It was kind of scary to look at. But for her and the Masters, it was like another home. As Teela got closer, she gripped the handles of the sled harder. And the castle was strangely . . . unguarded. Honestly, it looked abandoned. There weren’t even any snakes posted at the door.

Teela landed at the mouth of the castle and frowned. The jaw was locked up tight like it had a secret to keep.

She peeled herself off the seat and stood in front of the entrance.

When she opened her mouth to say Eldress’s name, she stumbled over it. It was ridiculous. But she hadn’t seen the woman for a long time now. She’d been searching for her so desperately. It didn’t seem to make sense that now she could just go to the castle and shout for her.

But this wasn’t her world’s Castle Grayskull guardian who was still very much missing.

“Eldress?!” she shouted. She waited a moment but there was no response. “Eldress!”

Nothing.

Maybe she needed to go inside?

She was about to shout again when the air shimmered and there she was.

Eldress. Standing tall in her gold-plated armor. The woman was, as usual, ghost-like. Not quite solid but not quite see-through, either. Teela hadn’t paid much attention before, but the way that part of Eldress’s arms shined with the darkness of space, decorated with slow-moving stars, reminded her of Zodac. Just a weird coincidence, she guessed.

Eldress’s white eyebrows pushed into an expression of confusion. “It’s you.”

Teela felt tears leap to her eyes and rubbed them away, embarrassed. What was she doing? This wasn’t her Eldress. She knew that. And yet, here she was, getting all sappy.

Not that the woman seemed to mind. In fact, her face seemed to soften and she smiled. “Or . . . a version of you, rather.”

Of course she knew that Teela wasn’t from this world just by looking at her. If anyone was going to, it would be her.

Eldress looked around nervously. “You should be careful. King Skeletor doesn’t have much use for Castle Grayskull anymore, so he rarely bothers with this place, but that doesn’t mean it’s unguarded. Rotations still come to check here every once in a while. You should go.”

She’d only just gotten here and already this Eldress was telling her to leave? There were so many things that Teela wanted to say to her mentor. So many different ways that she could start this conversation. Instead she blurted out, “Why didn’t you do anything?!”

Eldress cast her eyes downward.

“You were supposed to help Adam! You were supposed to help—” Teela cut herself off. But she knew what she’d meant to say. You were supposed to help me. She didn’t know how this world’s Teela had ended up working for Skeletor, but it felt like something that shouldn’t have happened, not with Eldress’s guidance.

Eldress sighed and looked up at her. “I always knew there would be a day when you would come to me and ask that. Though I did think it would be the you of this world. It may be still.”

“She knows about you?”

Eldress shook her head.

“Then how would she know to find you?”

The woman smiled. “We always find each other, you and I.”

Teela shook her head furiously. “No, we don’t! You don’t know that!” Because if they always found each other, then why was her Eldress missing? Why was she gone? Why couldn’t Teela find her?

“I’m sorry, for whatever it is you’ve gone through in your world,” Eldress said gently. She raised her hand toward Teela and then dropped it, holding it against her body with her other hand instead. “I tried to help in this world. I truly did . . . and instead, I hurt someone whom I cared for deeply. I hurt a friend.”

“You would never—”

“But I did. We all have the capacity for wrongdoing, Teela. But so do we all have the power to be better. To be more. To be true champions. You know that better than anyone, don’t you?”

Teela hunched in on herself. She didn’t want to know that. Didn’t want to consider that without Eldress’s voice in her head that day, she might have become a different person. Her mentor’s voice was what had given her the strength to do the right thing.

It dawned on Teela then. “Wait . . . if Skeletor always had the sword, then this Teela never got an opportunity to steal it.”

Eldress shook her head. “She did, actually. Skeletor, for all his power, is not a true champion. He cannot use the Sword of Power. So he keeps it locked away. King Randor, in the early days when Skeletor was first rising to power, hired this world’s Teela to steal it.” The guardian sighed. “She was on her way to deliver it to the king when Skeletor announced that anyone who found the sword would be given a place in the palace. Instead of taking the sword to Randor, she took Skeletor’s offer.”

Chills ran up and down Teela’s arms. No. That would mean that instead of turning to the good side, this world’s Teela had made a turn for the worse. “Didn’t you tell her that the sword needed its champion? That she shouldn’t give it to Skeletor?”

“After what I did to my friend, I adopted a stance of non-interference. I decided to let fate unfurl however the stars aligned. The way I always should have. For the same reason, I did nothing when young Adam was brought to the castle by Keldor. I hoped the boy would get away, and he did. And I . . . well, Keldor took out his frustrations on me.” She waved at her faded body. In Teela’s world, she’d become that way from Keldor’s attacks, but also from saving Adam and hiding him and Castle Grayskull and severely weakening Keldor in the process. But in this world, she hadn’t done any of that. “He decided later that I had some usefulness and commanded that I continue to guard Castle Grayskull from his enemies. I suspect he’s hoping it will somehow reveal a way for him to use the sword. I am the guardian of this castle, so I obey. I would do so for whoever had control of it, even if he cannot wield its power. It does not matter if I like or agree with King Skeletor. I play my role.”

She’d done nothing. She hadn’t helped the Teela or Adam of this world. Teela’s face flushed and she clenched her fists. “But now Skeletor has the sword and the staff! There was nothing to stop him from taking the throne or the Sigil of Hsss. If you’d given the sword to the king, maybe Adam would have it by now! Instead, the whole planet of Eternia is overrun by snakes!”

Eldress nodded. “And so it shall be. It is not my place to judge or intervene.”

Teela couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She shook her head and backed away from the woman. This was not Eldress. This woman was nothing like the Eldress she knew. “You’re a coward,” she said.

Eldress’s eyes went wide.

“You said it yourself. People have the capacity for wrongdoing, but also the power to be better. I’m sorry about what happened to your friend. But you should have tried to do better by helping. You shouldn’t have just decided to do nothing. You should have done everything you could to help!”

The woman cast her gaze down again and said, “I’m sorry, Teela, if you’re disappointed in me.”

Teela turned away so that Eldress couldn’t see her face, hopped on her Sky Sled, and rode away.




[image: Images]
 22.

Teela landed not far from Castle Grayskull. She could still see it in the distance. Which was fine. All she’d wanted was to get away.

She got off the Sky Sled, sitting down on the biggest, smoothest rock she could find. She was surrounded by rocks here and could see the Evergreen Forest in the distance where Adam must be, hiding again.

How was she supposed to get home now?

Who was she kidding? Even if she got the Sword of Power on her own, it wouldn’t work unless Adam could bring out its abilities. And this world’s version of the boy couldn’t have been further from being able to wield the sword and had no interest in being Eternia’s champion. Krass and Cringer didn’t know any of this stuff existed. And she hadn’t even seen Duncan yet. There was no team.

She was, once again, on her own.

Except this time, that wasn’t enough.

Desperately, Teela wished she had her own version of Eldress at her side. If she had, none of this would have happened in the first place. She wouldn’t have done that spell. She wouldn’t have ended up in this place. She would be back in her version of Eternia with her friends, dealing with their own Skeletor problems.

Now what would happen? If she got stuck here forever, would her friends back home be okay? They’d already lost Krass and now her, too.

Maybe they’d already discovered she was gone. Maybe they found her note. Maybe they were complaining now about how she’d been selfish, going after what she wanted all on her own. When all she’d wanted was to find someone she cared about.

But when she thought of the glimpse of Adam in her world, she couldn’t think of her friends like that. She knew they would understand.

They would have always understood.

She didn’t have to do everything on her own just because that was how she’d done it for so long. Living like that had never been something she wanted, so why would she do it all over again? She should have just trusted her friends and told them how desperate she was to find Eldress. The king was one thing, but her friends were another. They would have found a way to make it happen. Instead, she’d chosen to keep her feelings from them and try to do it all herself.

And now look where she was.

In a completely different world.

Alone.

In all the worlds Zodac had showed her, that had been the one thing that really stood out. The choices weren’t just whether or not she gave up the Sword of Power. They were alternate versions of herself who ended up alone. Because working with a villain wasn’t teamwork. She’d learned that much from the job with Evelyn that started this all. You were just a bunch of people working for yourself who happened to be standing on the same side. With the Masters, she was part of a team. They looked after one another.

Maybe that was what Zodac had been trying to tell her.

She shook her head. But why would some random guy with all the power that he had appear out of nowhere just to try and help her? In a way that was extremely frustrating and annoying, yes, but ultimately, that was what he had been trying to do. And she had no idea why.

But then . . . he had.

And Zodac had the power to reveal these worlds and potentially to travel into them, too.

She wasn’t alone after all.

And this time, she knew that she needed help. She couldn’t do this on her own and she didn’t want to.

“Zodac?” Teela said, in a whisper at first. She felt kind of silly just saying his name aloud, but what else was she supposed to do? She paused, an idea popping into her head. She cleared her throat and asked aloud, “I wonder what would have happened if I’d never tried Evelyn’s spell?”

“You know, you’re not as clever with all that as you think,” said a gruff voice behind her. “I do actually realize what you’re doing when you ask questions that way.”

Teela spun around to see Zodac lounging in his chair. It was hard to gauge his expression with his mask on, so she couldn’t tell if he was angry with her or not.

He floated closer to her and cleared his throat. “I . . . I . . .” He sighed deeply, seeming to be at a loss for words.

“You?” she asked.

“I must . . . apologize.”

Teela couldn’t help her eyes going wide.

“Yes, I don’t err often, and so apologies are not quite my forte. But I acknowledge that in trying to educate you on what I thought you should learn, I ignored your feelings and the fact that you were upset about your missing friend.” He waved at the rocky terrain around them. “I figured I would give you some space in this world and only appear if you requested.” He paused. “I . . . I honestly was not quite sure you would request my help at all.”

“Thank you,” she said. “For apologizing. And I’m sorry, for not listening.”

Zodac nodded and then stuck out his hand.

She laughed and shook it. He was so weirdly formal but not bad now that he wasn’t dragging her around from world to world. “Can you get me out of here?”

“I can, but do you really want to leave your friends here alone?” Zodac tilted his head at her. “You have a chance to help them, so they can be together.”

“There’s no way they can go against Skeletor.” She shook her head. Adam couldn’t even talk to his dad. “They’re afraid.”

“And weren’t you, too, when you started? Wasn’t it terrifying to disobey Evelyn? To fight her? What made you brave then?”

Eldress, in her head. The soothing voice telling her to do what she already knew was the right choice. And then Adam, fighting to help her despite not even knowing her. Krass and Cringer, too. Then later, Duncan. Even Ork-0. Her friends helped her be brave, no matter what the situation.

She thought then of what this world’s Eldress had said about everyone having the ability to wield their own power and be a hero. They just had to find it within themselves. And it was a lot easier to do that when you had help.

Zodac said, “If you truly wish to leave. I’ll take you away now. That will be my gift to you as part of my apology. Or, if you wish to stay and help these not-yet Masters, I can help you with that, too. You will not be alone in either endeavor.”

Teela bit her lip. She could go home right now. Leave this world behind. She’d already said that these people weren’t her friends . . . but then, they were her friends. She knew what it was like to be alone, and she didn’t want that for them. She smiled at Zodac. “Okay, tell me what we need to do.”
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Teela raced toward the Evergreen Forest, leaning down on her sled to get there faster. Zodac’s words echoed in her mind.

Find these not-yet Masters and convince them to work together. Each one you help will be able to assist you in forming the team. When you’re all gathered, meet me at Castle Grayskull.

“Come on, come on,” she begged the Sky Sled, pushing the speed faster and faster. She’d done the spell to find Adam as soon as she’d had instructions from Zodac. She hadn’t expected, however, to be rushing there. But she also hadn’t expected to see the group of snakes in the distance heading his way.

Maybe the lost prince would be okay, but he probably wouldn’t. The faster she could get to him, the faster she could help.

Finally, she broke through a crop of trees and spotted the snakes converging on Adam. Who was sitting in the middle of them with his head down on his knees. He wasn’t even trying to run!

Teela blasted off a spell at the snake in front of her that hissed and reeled away, giving her room to get close to Adam, who finally looked up, his eyes going wide.

“Get on!” she shouted.

He started toward her, then stopped and shook his head. “No.”

Her jaw dropped. “Why? They’re going to get you!”

“What does it matter? I run away over and over and over again. I’m tired of running away. I may as well let them get me.”

“If you’re tired of running, then fight!”

Adam shook his head sadly at her. “How am I supposed to fight?”

“Any way that you can! And you don’t have to do it alone. I’m here, too. It’s because you thought of that waterfall that we had somewhere to hide last time. Fighting back doesn’t always have to mean landing punches or swinging swords. You just have to try.” She reached out her hand to him.

Around them the snakes were moving in. They didn’t have a lot of time.

“I’m not a hero,” Adam said.

“Then fine! Don’t be a hero, just be Adam. You escaped from Skeletor. You even found a way out of the royal palace on your own without getting caught. Just Adam did that.”

He looked at her and then looked at the snakes coming closer. He bit his lip and seemed to be thinking hard about something. Teela wished he would think faster. “No,” he said finally.

Teela deflated. This was only the first of her friends she’d tried to convince and she’d already failed.

Adam waved his hands around. “No, I mean—what I meant is that I can’t get on the sled. I’ll run and let them chase me. There’s a spot up ahead. All I need is for you to pull me onto the sled when I say so, okay?”

“Okay . . .”

Without waiting for her, Adam took off into the trees and the snakes followed after him, ignoring her. He was the target, after all. Teela took off behind them, trying to keep as close to Adam as she could.

It was amazing. Adam tripped and fell everywhere else, but here, in this place that had been his home for years, he was leaping over branches and skirting over trees without—

She watched as he fell and scrambled up to his feet again.

Okay, he was still falling, but he was still doing a lot better than she’d expected; but the snakes were catching up.

“Adam!” she warned.

“Almost there!” he shouted back.

Just as she was about to ask what his plan was, Adam grabbed onto a stray vine and swung over what seemed to be just an ordinary patch of ground. But when the snakes crowded onto it, they started to sink.

Teela grinned.

The snakes hissed in fury and tried to swipe at Adam when he swung back by them as he clung to the vine. “Uh, Teela? Some help?!”

She zoomed in with the Sky Sled and swooped Adam onto it, the two of them laughing as they zoomed away, leaving the snakes sinking into the mud.

“For someone who insists he isn’t a hero, that was pretty brave,” she said, grinning at him.

He smiled back. “It was a little, wasn’t it?” He looked over her shoulder. “Now what?”

“Now we have to go see a certain someone.” Teela used her searching spell to find a boy sitting at a bench and working on something with a lot of gears while a man screamed at him.

“Who’s that?” Adam asked.

“Someone who needs our help. And who I hope will help us, too.”

Teela revved the engine and hoped that Duncan would be on board with joining a couple of strangers in saving the world.
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Luckily for them, the workshop where she’d seen Duncan with her spell was near the royal palace but not inside it. Which would save them from having to sneak inside again so soon. The workshop was crafted out of an old ship. Maybe because it needed to be mobile. Or maybe just to save money. Its wings and sides were marked with scratches and dents, but its door was open and had a sign that declared it to be the weapons workshop.

Teela and Adam crouched behind a set of columns and watched. A solider walked out from inside examining her pike. It was a repair shop, too, it seemed. Which meant that they had customers, though they were probably usually guards. But more than anything, it meant that Teela wouldn’t seem suspicious walking in since the other Teela, who looked exactly like her, worked for Skeletor.

“Okay,” she said. “I’ll go in first to make sure there’s no one inside that might recognize you and cause trouble. And then I’ll signal for you to come in.”

Adam nodded. “Who is this guy again?”

“A friend . . . or a soon-to-be friend.” Probably. Maybe. Hopefully.

She walked into the workshop and immediately spotted Kronis, the royal man-at-arms, screaming at Duncan. He waved around a robot by the legs. “Why is this one singing karaoke songs?!”

“Um . . . because it’s a fun activity to do on a Friday night?” Duncan tried.

His mentor glared at him. “You’re here to repair and create new weapons for King Skeletor’s army. Not to have fun. And if you find yourself having free time, then you’re not doing it right!”

“Yes, sir,” Duncan said looking down.

Kronis picked up a giant hammer and smashed it down on the robot’s head. Duncan winced as the robot started to croon out a sad song that was extremely off key and punctuated by the sounds of the machine dying.

Kronis finally seemed to spot her in the shop and growled, “What do you want?”

She pulled herself up and tried to act how she thought her other self might. “My cleaning bot is having some issues.”

The royal man-at-arms looked around. “Where is it?”

“That’s part of the problem,” she snapped, trying to seem annoyed and impatient. “I can’t get it to shut off, so I couldn’t bring it. I was hoping someone could help out with that?”

Kronis rolled his eyes. “Duncan can deal with it. I have more important matters to take care of.” As he left the workshop he sneered under his breath, “You’d think a witch could fix her own bot.”

Teela frowned but didn’t say anything. At least he was leaving. She followed his path out and waited until he had gone inside the palace before waving for Adam to come over.

“Do you know the make and model of the bot?” Duncan asked tentatively. He seemed almost . . . afraid of her.

Teela spun around and smiled. “I liked your karaoke bot.”

He blinked at her. “You did?! I mean, um . . .” He looked sadly at the smashed remains of his side project. “Thanks. Too bad me and you were the only ones.”

Adam came into the workshop then and smiled awkwardly. But before he could get in very far, he tripped over something and stepped on some sort of switch.

What seemed like a pile of discarded electronics suddenly exploded to life as a giant bot at least six feet tall rose from the stack and screamed, “Dance time, everybody!” It reached out and grabbed Adam, swinging him around the room while music blared from speakers on the side of its neck.

“What is that?!” Teela shouted at Duncan over the music.

He cringed. “Um . . . yeah, that one was for dance parties. To go along with the karaoke, but he’s a little . . . enthusiastic.”

Teela looked at Adam being spun around against his will and nodded. “He’s definitely that.” She shook her head. “How do we turn him off? I’ll help.”

Duncan blinked at her. “You’ll help?!”

“Of course!”

He seemed to recover and pointed at the switch that Adam had tripped over. “Unfortunately, that doesn’t work to turn him off. It’s why I don’t use him. But he’s got a kill switch at the back of his neck if we can reach it.”

“Okay, let’s do it.”

Teela and Duncan ran toward the dancing machine, sidestepping, Adam who was now being subjected to a complicated-looking waltz.

“I’ll distract him,” Teela said, “and you get the switch.”

“I’m getting dizzy,” Adam moaned.

“Can I dance, too?” Teela asked the machine and hoped that she wouldn’t come to regret it. The bot blinked at her and then released one of Adam’s arms to take a hold of hers, and now they were all three spinning while Duncan snuck up behind the bot.

“Let’s do the robot!” Teela shouted, and the bot froze and then started to make jerky movements with its body. Teela did the same and nodded at Adam to join in. The best part of the dance was that they ended up not moving much.

Suddenly the robot’s eyes dimmed and it stopped moving altogether. Duncan peeked out from behind it with a smile. “Sorry about that. But thanks for helping.”

“No problem,” Adam said, still dizzily wobbling around the workshop.

Duncan rubbed the back of his head and looked over at Teela. “You know, you’re actually really nice! You didn’t seem to like me very much when we’ve run into each other before. I was kind of scared of you, but turns out I didn’t need to be!”

Teela’s triumphant grin at stopping the bot dimmed. She hadn’t even thought of that. Of course Duncan would have met her other self at some point. And he was afraid of her.

Duncan kept talking, not seeming to notice Teela’s distress. “Usually when stuff goes wrong, people just laugh or yell at me as I try to fix it.”

On top of everything, she couldn’t believe that someone as brilliant as Duncan was being treated like a lackey. Put in a stuffy workshop acting like an errand boy when he could do so much more.

“Anyway,” he said. “Let’s go fix that cleaning bot.”

“Actually,” Teela said, clearing her throat. “We were hoping to get your help with something else.”
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The first great thing about the addition of Duncan to their team was that he’d gotten them a ship. Technically, a stolen ship, but a ship nonetheless. It’s not like the three of them could have gone on the Sky Sled at once, so it was useful. The downside of the ship that Duncan had gotten them was that it was the one the workshop was made out of, meaning that they were now flying around with random pieces of electronics, tools, broken guard pikes, and bots.

Teela cringed as a crash sounded from behind them. They were currently in the cockpit of the vessel, which was pretty clean given everything, but the rest of the workshop was shut away and was not exactly responding well to having everything inside of it suddenly becoming mobile.

“So, uh, is your boss not going to realize that the entire workshop is gone?” Adam asked, clutching the armrests of his seat.

“Oh, no, he’ll definitely realize.” Duncan said with a grimace. She’d caught him up on the whole “being from another world” thing, and he seemed to be taking it well. Adam, too, since she hadn’t actually had a chance to explain when they were running away from the snakes. “But I’ve made it so he can’t track us. Besides, I was almost definitely going to be fired anyway.”

Teela smiled. “We appreciate it Duncan, honestly.”

He grinned back at her. “If this will help get Skeletor out of power, I’m on board. Don’t know how useful I’ll be, but I’ll try.”

Teela waved around at the ship. “You’ve gotten us a ship. I would say that’s plenty useful.”

The ship was a lot faster than the Sky Sled, and they managed to get to the hidden village of the Tiger Tribe just as it was starting to get dark.

Touching down in a ship emblazoned with Skeletor’s face, however, was maybe not the greatest way to arrive.

“They’re running away and screaming,” Adam noted, looking out the window as he waved awkwardly.

Teela nodded. “Yup. That is exactly what they’re doing.”

“Should I power up the dancing bot? Put them at ease?” Duncan suggested.

Teela suspected that sending out a six-foot-tall robot that forced people to dance wouldn’t make the villagers feel safer. “Let’s just go out. I was here not that long ago, they’ll remember me.” She strapped her staff to her back and walked out of the ship with her hands up. Some of the villagers she’d seen last time paused. “Sorry, it’s me again.” She laughed to break the tension, though it did very little. “We actually, um, got this ship used. So it has King Skeletor’s sigil on it, but we’re not actually with him, so it’s okay.”

The villagers looked around at one another. “On sale?” one of them asked.

“Yup, big garage sale!” she said, definitely too loudly. “It’s over now, though . . .”

“And it was a secret!” Duncan added from behind her. “So, um, no one will talk about it with you when you ask, but um, yeah, what a steal.” He slapped the side of the ship with his hand. Then mumbled, “Probably not the greatest turn of phrase to use, considering, but I’ve already said it.”

“We’re looking for Cringer,” Teela said. May as well start with the tiger, who would likely be more reasonable and maybe easier to convince than Krass. The villagers pointed toward the jungle. “Thanks.”

At least they’d stopped running away. Teela went into the jungle with Adam and they left Duncan behind to watch the ship. But not before gathering something special into a pack that Teela carried. She worried that if she gave it to Adam, he would trip and break it.

But it wasn’t as easy as they thought it would be to find the tiger, and the pack was getting heavy.

Adam held out his hand. “Here, I’ll take it.”

“I’m fine,” Teela grunted.

He sighed. “Really. Let me help. You can’t do everything by yourself all the time.”

He was right, she knew that. That was exactly why they were doing this together. But it was one thing to understand that and another to do it. She looked over at Adam still holding his hands out and sighed before giving him the pack.

And soon after, they found Cringer eyeing a tiny jelly-looking creature. He wound up his back legs and pounced on the thing, trapping it in his paws. Or . . . so it seemed. The thing poked out from between them and hopped onto the tiger’s head before sticking its tongue out and running away.

Cringer sighed and turned around to pursue it, then paused when he saw them. “Oh, it’s you again.” He looked over at Adam. “Is this the one you were looking for?”

Teela nodded. “Yup, this is Adam.”

“Hi!” Adam said, setting the pack down on the ground. “Teela told me that you’re a pretty important guy.”

Cringer blinked, then looked to Teela. “That’s very puzzling to me. I’m quite an ordinary tiger.” He flexed his paws. “Just minus a few claws.”

“About that . . .” Teela said and opened the pack they’d been lugging around. Inside were metal claws that Duncan had made for Cringer before they’d taken off in the ship. He’d spent the whole afternoon working on them, but they were worth it.

Cringer’s eyes went wide.

“They’re for you,” Teela said. “Try them on.”

The tiger got them on his paws and flexed them, trying out the sharp protruding metal. “This is . . . I’m not sure what I’ve done to deserve such a gift.”

Teela opened her mouth to explain but then noticed Adam raising his hand. “Um . . . yes?”

“I don’t mind explaining this time. It’s just, you’ve already done a big explanation to me and Duncan. You shouldn’t have to do everything.”

She blinked. She honestly hadn’t even thought about it. Just like carrying the pack, she was prepared to do everything. But Adam was right: Not only did she not need to anymore, she shouldn’t have to. That was what friends were for. They helped. “Okay, go for it.”

Adam smiled, then turned to Cringer and said, “Um, so, you can keep those no matter what, but we’re kind of hoping that you might be interested in helping us . . .”

Teela watched as Adam explained the entire situation. It was nice, honestly. It really felt like they were gathering this team together. It wasn’t just her trying to save them. It was all of them, working together to save one another. It was, she knew, the way things should be.




[image: Images]
 26.

They walked back to the village, which had returned to its normal routine now that the villagers were sure that the arrival of these outsiders wasn’t a King Skeletor attack. Duncan, meanwhile, was sitting outside the ship eating some fruit that someone must have brought out.

“I hear that you’re the one to thank for my new claws,” Cringer said to the mechanic.

Duncan blushed. “Oh yeah, yes, I mean, yes. They look amazing. Actually, let me tell you about the features more . . .” Which started on a long tangent of the different features of the claws.

“One more, right?” Adam asked, turning to Teela. “This girl, you said her name is Krass.”

“Yeah, she’s the last one.”

“And in your world, she’s like my sister?”

Teela nodded. “Yup. She’s a bit rough around the edges—or, mine is anyway.” Teela frowned as she thought about this world’s Krass, who was so quiet and withdrawn. And even her own Krass, who had left their group. There was a lot more to her friend than just being brash and bold.

Adam looked around the immediate area as if trying to spot her. Though she wasn’t in the group of villagers walking around them.

“Do you know where Krass is?” Teela asked Cringer.

He looked up from his conversation with Duncan and frowned. “She was in the jungle with me, actually. But I . . .” He cleared his throat sheepishly. “I may have become distracted by the prospect of a fresh dinner and lost track of her. She must be back there somewhere.”

Teela sighed. At least they wouldn’t have to carry the heavy metal claws this time.

“Why don’t we help you search?” Duncan suggested. He slapped the side of the ship. “She’s not going anywhere. We’ll probably find Krass faster if we work together.”

Teela nodded. It made the most sense. So each of them decided on a direction to search: Duncan and Cringer going to the right of where the tiger had last seen her and Teela and Adam going to the left.

They made their way through the jungle vines and branches as Teela kept looking toward the rapidly darkening sky. It didn’t make much sense. Shouldn’t Krass have been heading home at this time?

“I think we’ve been here before . . .” Adam said, squinting as he looked around. He pointed at a big rock. “I tripped over there earlier.”

“So we’re going around in circles?” Teela groaned. “I don’t understand why it’s so hard to find her. We found Cringer so easily.”

She’d tried the searching spell, too, but it was just Krass surrounded by trees, and it was darker and harder to see, too. It wasn’t any help at all.

“Krass!” Adam shouted, cupping his hands around his mouth. “Krass!”

Teela joined along and soon they were walking together, calling out Krass’s name, but she wasn’t answering. “Maybe she’s in trouble?” Teela said, biting her lip.

“Or maybe she doesn’t want to be found.”

Teela blinked at Adam.

He shrugged and kicked at the ground. “I didn’t want to be found for a long time. So I guess I know what it’s like. If that is the case, then anytime we come near her, she’ll move away.”

“Why wouldn’t she want to be found?”

“Cringer said they were originally together, right? What if she overheard what we told him?” Adam shrugged again. “It’s scary. I want to help my dad. I want to help people. And even then, I . . . I don’t know if I can do this. You’re talking about fighting the most powerful man in Eternia. And Krass doesn’t even know us. It’s amazing that Duncan and Cringer are on board, but it’s a lot to ask someone.” He looked over at Teela. “It’s not like I’m backing out. I’m just saying, you’re so brave, Teela. You’re the bravest person I know. But not everyone can be that. Not right away. And maybe not ever.”

Teela could feel herself blushing. She didn’t think of herself as brave. She just did what she needed to do to help her friends, to help Eternia. But it was something she was always saying about her friends. And it’s true, it wasn’t easy. It was like Zodac said, they had to learn to be brave.

“I only learned to have courage because I had someone helping me,” Teela said. She thought of Eldress and her soothing voice in her head. “And if you’re here, Krass . . . we know that it’s a lot to ask of you, but we’ll all be braver with you by our side. We’ll be braver together.”

There was silence for a moment, and just as Teela was starting to think that she’d embarrassed herself by talking to the air, the trees shook near them and Krass stepped out.

She had her arms crossed over her chest.

“You don’t want me on your little team,” she said, shaking her head. “I can’t even walk through a tunnel without panicking. I’m not a tiger with fancy new claws, or a witch, or that mechanic you were talking about, or . . . whatever he is.” She gestured to Adam. “I can’t help you. I’m not special.”

“I’m definitely not special,” Adam said.

Krass threw him a dirty look. “Then why was she looking for you right from the start?”

Adam rubbed the back of his head. “I mean, I guess . . . I’m related to someone special. But it’s not like I’m some great fighter or anything. I’m scared, too. You don’t need to not be scared, all you need to do is help, and we could really use your help.”

Teela smiled. This Adam was already so different from when she’d first met him. “You did a really good job hiding from us. I’ve also seen you carry some seriously heavy buckets. You’ve got skills and I know you’re tough. We need people like that for this team,” Teela said, and she meant it. The team wouldn’t be the same without her. She was a Master like the rest of them. They should have always stayed together. Teela, now more than ever, understood the frustration and pain of suffering alone, thinking that only you could help yourself. Barely a day ago, she couldn’t understand why Krass had left them. But now, she could.

According to Adam, Krass had been struggling with the discovery of her connection to Havoc, the same power that Skeletor wielded. And it wasn’t exactly what Teela had been going through, but they’d both felt that their friends wouldn’t understand. Krass had taken drastic action as a result of that desperation. Teela knew what that felt like. After all, she’d performed a dangerous spell for the same reason.

Teela stared at this world’s Krass, mentally urging the girl to consider their request.

Finally, Krass looked at Adam and then at Teela before crossing her arms and saying, “Can we at least eat dinner first?”
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Dinner turned out to be a stew with lots of vegetables and a broth that was sweet and savory at the same time. Teela took a deep inhale of the delicious scent. Since Cringer wasn’t much of a chef, the owners of a restaurant that regularly served Krass her dinners gave them their meal. With the soup was warm flaky bread that steamed when Teela broke it in half to spread some butter. She was definitely glad that they’d decided to have dinner first.

“This is amazing!” Adam cheered, scarfing down his meal and getting small flecks of it on his shirt.

Teela stifled a laugh. She guessed that being on the run for years meant he hadn’t been exactly eating gourmet meals. “You might want to slow down before you”—Adam started gasping and reaching for his throat—“choke,” she finished.

Krass slammed a fist against the young prince’s back and a chunk of vegetable popped out of his mouth. She immediately brought her hand back to her side and returned to innocently sipping her soup.

Teela grinned. She may be a lot more soft-spoken, but she was still Krass.

Duncan pulled his bowl closer as if afraid that Adam would try to steal his portion with how quickly he was going through his own meal. “So what’s the plan now? We’re supposed to go to this castle place?”

“Yes. Zodac, he’s . . .” She struggled to think of how to describe the man made of stars. “He’s helping, and he said that after we all got together, we should meet him there and decide what to do next.”

“Shouldn’t be a problem to get there in the ship.”

Teela chewed on a piece of bread and nodded. They’d already completed the first step by gathering everyone together. Probably Zodac would help them figure out how to get the sword, and from there, Adam would become He-Man and the rest of them Masters, they would defeat Skeletor, and she could go home.

Everything was finally coming together the right way.

BOOM.

Everyone at the table jumped and looked around.

“That’s very unusual,” Cringer said, moving away from his bowl of soup toward the door of the restaurant.

BOOM. BOOM. BOOM.

The rest of them scrambled from their seats. Teela wrenched the door open and inhaled sharply.

Heading toward the village was a giant snake glowing with Havoc energy. Its neon green was sharp and stung one’s eyes to look at it directly. It must have been at least twenty feet tall and had giant gills that fanned out from the sides of its head.

“Oh my,” Cringer said, coming up beside her at the door. He looked around at the screaming villagers. “I’ve got to help them get away.” He jumped straight into action, herding the younger children out of harm’s way.

Teela started toward the snake and then stopped. There was no way she could handle it alone . . . and she didn’t have to. She looked back at Adam, Krass, and Duncan.

“Duncan.” He jerked to attention when she said his name. “I need you to get in the ship and fly it around that thing’s head, create a distraction. Also, Adam and Krass will need weapons, anything inside your shop that you think will help.” She may not be able to power up with her staff, but it would still help in a fight.

He nodded. “I’ll go get them.” He ran out from behind her to the ship.

Then she turned to Krass. “This is your home. Any ideas on a spot where we could lose this thing?”

The girl looked obviously shaken but said, “There’s a cliff. It’s hard to see because of the trees, so if it went over . . .”

“Okay, let’s make sure to get it there.”

They ran out to the ship, where Duncan handed them royal guard pikes just as Cringer was running back. “The villagers have evacuated.”

Teela said, “That’s good, we need to lure the snake to the cliff.” Just then, the snake spotted them and let out a mighty hiss before diving toward the group. “Run!”

Duncan went inside the ship while the rest of them ran, following Cringer and Krass as they jumped over branches and dodged trees. Adam fell once but got right back up and running before Teela could even offer to help him. He was getting better, whether or not he realized it.

The snake was gaining on them. They could hear it snapping the tree branches and hissing.

“Almost there!” Krass shouted, but it was too late.

The snake was upon them. It whipped out its tail and Teela shot it with a blast of magic. But it barely responded to the hit and made a swipe at her.

“H-h-hey, ugly!” Adam shouted. There was a tremor to his voice and Teela whipped her head toward him. “It’s me you want, right? So come and get me!” And with that, he ran into the trees, the snake following him.

What is he thinking?! That thing would eat him alive.

Teela gripped her hands around her staff. There was nothing else for it. They would have to fight it directly. She ran for the back of the snake and struck out at it with her staff. The beast screeched as she made contact and tried to get her with its tail. She braced for impact but was saved by Cringer grabbing the back of her shirt and flinging her out of the way.

“Thanks!” she said, and jumped back at the monstrous snake.

Cringer joined her, striking out with his claws. And to her surprise, Krass took a swing at the undead reptile, too.

The snake turned to concentrate on them, and just as it did, it was hit from the back by Adam’s guard pike. It whirled on him, and Teela had a moment to see Adam’s pinched but determined face before something fell from the air onto the snake’s head. They all looked up and saw Duncan hurling items out from the ship and down on the beast—wrenches, hammers, random heavy pieces of metal, and something that looked suspiciously like a broken milkshake machine.

The snake turned all of its attention on him, and Duncan stopped throwing items and ducked back inside. Teela assumed he left to pilot the ship, because it started moving farther and farther into the jungle after that. Teela realized then that he was leading the snake to the cliff. He must have seen it from the air even though he hadn’t heard Krass’s plan. And the snake was too distracted by this new opponent to focus on its real target, which was Adam. Teela looked at Adam, who stared slack jawed at the scene unfolding in front of him, still clutching his pike.

They ran after the ship, watching as the snake continued to follow until it hit a patch of not-so-solid ground. Moments later they heard the loud hissing screech as the snake fell and then the booming thud as it hit the bottom.

There was a moment of complete silence where the group all looked around at one another. They were panting and gasping from the exertion. Some of them were shaking. Then Adam let out a triumphant laugh and Teela joined in, and suddenly they were all shouting and cheering.

They’d done it. And they’d done it together.
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The friends stared out at Castle Grayskull as the ship approached it. The first time Teela had seen the castle in this world it was because she’d been desperately seeking out help but couldn’t find any. Now she knew that help was waiting there from the last person she would have expected.

“That’s him?” Adam asked, coming up beside her.

She looked down at Zodac lounging in his throne. “That’s him.”

Duncan brought the ship down and the team filed out of it toward Zodac, who looked at each of them in turn, nodding. This was everyone.

Or . . . it was almost everyone.

There was still the Teela of this world. She was technically part of the team. But she was also working for Skeletor. Even though she didn’t seem to like it very much.

Teela was about to ask Zodac about her other self, but he turned away from them toward the castle. “What is it?” she asked.

“Come out, Eldress.”

Teela had told the man many times that Eldress was who she’d been looking for. She guessed that she shouldn’t have been surprised that he knew about her existing in this world when he seemed to know everything, but there was something different about the way he said Eldress’s name. Something almost . . . sad. But why?

“Who’s Eldress?” Duncan whispered, leaning toward Teela.

“She’s the guardian of Castle Grayskull.”

Eldress appeared then, as usual, in her semi-transparent form.

Duncan leaned over again. “Is she a ghost??”

“It’s . . . complicated.”

“Definitely a ghost,” Krass muttered.

Adam nodded to himself. “That’s her. That’s the lady who was there when I ran away.”

Eldress blinked in surprise as she looked around at all of them, but when she saw Zodac, she actually stepped backward. “Zur?”

Who?! But wait. Teela looked from Eldress to Zodac, and Zodac to Eldress, and then back again. “You know each other?”

Zodac (or was it Zur?) gave her a casual glance. “We were coworkers of a sort, at one time. Not in Eternia. Very boring job, you wouldn’t be interested.” Teela suspected that she would be very much interested in what he and Eldress worked together to do, but he didn’t seem to want to say more than that. He then turned his focus entirely on Eldress. “I’ve brought the Masters here for your guidance on retrieving the Sword of Power, and thereafter, as they continue their journeys in this world.”

“Coworkers?” she asked, quirking an eyebrow.

Zodac grinned. “Do you disagree?”

Eldress shook her head. “No. We did once work together, but they aren’t Masters.”

“But perhaps they will be.”

Eldress sighed. “You of all people are telling me to interfere in the affairs of Eternia? You, who so preached strict observance only? Fate is written in the stars and cannot be unwritten. You said I was a fool to get involved. That it would only come back at me tenfold.” She turned her eyes downward. “And you were right.”

Teela couldn’t believe what she was hearing. All Zodac had done the entire time she’d known him was interfere. That was like his entire personality. But Eldress was shocked by it.

Zodac cleared his throat and glanced at Teela before looking back at Eldress. “Someone taught me the value of helping others, even at great cost to yourself. I’ve seen worlds with your influence and worlds without. I’ve seen people love and curse you. And I have seen the joy you experience when you are helping your friends. And I can see now that there’s none of that as you stand apart from them. Fate is not written in the stars, it’s written by the choices people make.”

Eldress frowned but didn’t say anything otherwise.

“Besides,” he added, nodding to Teela, “by virtue of her existence, you contradict yourself. You must have broken your vow at least a little bit.”

Eldress pulled herself straighter and seemed flustered, but Teela couldn’t understand why. What did that even mean? What did her existing have to do with Eldress? She could figure that out later; right now they needed the woman’s help.

Teela stepped forward. “We need you. We can defeat Skeletor. We can make a better Eternos, a better Eternia. I know that something went wrong in your past, but I don’t think you realize how important you are. In my world, you’re a huge part of the reason why so many things went right. If we have your help, we can win.”

She kept her eyes on her mentor, trying to convince her. They needed her help, and Teela thought that maybe Eldress might need them, too. She’d been alone in the castle for so long.

Eldress’s eyes softened as she looked at Teela. Then she turned to Zodac. “You approached her?”

“I was merely curious . . .” Zodac said, puffing out his chest and crossing his arms. “She’d trapped herself in a void looking for you.”

Teela flushed. He didn’t have to tell her all that!

Eldress closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “You’ll need someone on the inside to help you. Preferably one with strong skills of concealment and retrieval.” She opened her eyes and looked at Teela. “I assume you know who I mean and where to find her?”

The others looked at her curiously and Teela nodded.

Eldress held out her hand, and in the air the Staff of Magic materialized. Automatically, Teela reached behind her back, but hers was still there. This was the staff from this world, for this world’s Teela. Eldress handed it to her. “She’ll know where the sword is kept and how to retrieve it. And she’ll need this. From there, it’s up to you.” She looked at Adam and he jerked to attention. “You already have the power. You always did.” She gestured to them all. “All of you do. Remember that. Being a champion isn’t about being special or strong; it’s about how you decide to use that power.”

Around her, Teela watched the others straighten their backs and set their jaws. They were still nervous and scared, but Eldress’s words had made a difference. She knew they had. Because they’d made a difference for her, too.

Zodac nodded at Teela. “Now go, and I hope that the next time I see you, you’ll be victorious.”
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Adam made a gagging sound as a drop of murky water splashed onto his face. Teela rolled her eyes. Though inwardly she was glad it hadn’t dropped on her—and it wouldn’t have because she was intimately familiar with how to avoid that happening. The others were less experienced. Though Krass had her helmet to avoid it. Even so, the girl had her arms wrapped around herself, her eyes darting.

“These tunnels have stood strong for years,” Teela said. “No chance of a cave-in.”

“I know,” Krass ground out between her teeth. But her arms did seem to loosen a bit. “So this other version of you, Teela Two I guess, will she help us?”

Teela bit her lip. “I think that maybe she can be convinced to help, just like you all were.”

“That doesn’t exactly inspire confidence,” Krass muttered.

“Shh!” Adam said suddenly, stopping beside Krass, and they froze. “Did you hear that?”

Teela cursed herself for getting distracted by the conversation. First rule of thievery: be observant. She strained her ears along with the rest of the team.

Cringer frowned. “I don’t hear any—”

The wall next to them burst open and they were blasted with a mix of concrete and dust. A chunk hit Teela in her stomach and she cried out, clutching at it while stumbling to her feet.

When the dust cleared, Kronis was revealed, grinning at them and brandishing some sort of weapon that pulsed. Beside him, Evelyn stepped out of the rubble, grinning wickedly. “Well, well, well. Looks like we’ve found some rats.”

“Tasty!” Rqazz added.

It was Teela’s first time seeing both the word witch and the vile Beastopoid hunter in this world.

Evelyn wrinkled her nose. “Rats are not—you know what, never mind.”

Teela could hear Cringer snarling beside her as he shook off rubble, his eyes locked with Rqazz, who had forced the tiger to fight in pits against his other tiger friends and stole his claws.

Rqazz grinned nastily. “Rqazz sees that kitty got new claws.”

“Happy to show you how they work,” Cringer growled, flexing his paws.

Teela, meanwhile, was trying not to panic. This wasn’t supposed to be happening. The plan was to quietly sneak into the palace, convince Teela Two to get them the sword, power up, and then defeat Skeletor and his minions.

“Told King Skeletor he should have sent us for the kid instead of the snakes,” Kronis grunted. “You want something done right, you have to do it yourself.” He paused and squinted at Teela. “Hey! What are you doing with them?”

Evelyn rolled her eyes. “It’s not her; she’s here with us.” She waved as Teela Two stepped out from behind her.

Her eyes went wide when she saw Teela, and then they narrowed. “You’ve found a witch to impersonate me?”

Teela’s eyes darted around the space. Adam was in the corner, trying to comfort a panicking Krass, who was curled up nearly into a ball. The blast must have made her think the tunnel was caving in, creating that feeling of being trapped like when she was stuck in the crash wreckage as a child. Duncan and Cringer were in better condition, and she’d made sure that Duncan brought the wrench that would become his power weapon. Krass had her helmet and she and Adam had the guard staffs, and Cringer his claws, but that didn’t change the fact that they’d just fought that giant snake and were tired—and not battle experienced enough to be dealing with Dark Masters.

Teela’s shoulders slumped.

Evelyn grinned. “It’s always so much easier when they know they’re beat before they even start.”

And within minutes, the friends were captured.
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Somehow, Teela’s cell managed to smell like at least three different types of moldy cheese, each with their own distinct scent. If she wasn’t on the verge of throwing up her dinner, she might have even been impressed. Her own face scowled at her as Teela Two shut the cell door and walked away.

Evelyn came up to her cell and grinned. “You can hang out here for a bit while the king decides what to do with you.”

Kronis laughed. “Yeah, if you’re lucky, he’ll vaporize you. If you’re not, then you’ll get to live a long life down here. And our young prince can be paraded around with Daddy.”

“Yes, and Rqazz will . . . will . . .” The Beastopoid struggled to find something to add.

“Let’s just go,” Evelyn said with a sigh.

“Yes!! Rqazz will go!” He cackled and joined the rest of the Dark Masters in leaving the dungeons.

Except, they weren’t Dark Masters at all. Teela had noticed that when they attacked, Evelyn, Kronis, and Rqazz hadn’t used any sort of special powers or taken hold of Havoc to power up. Kronis didn’t even have his signature metal jaw, just his normal one. It was strange. But she couldn’t dwell on it, they had bigger fish to fry—namely, how to get out of there.

“So much for Teela Two,” Krass grumbled in the next cell over. Thankfully, she’d seemed to recover from the blast underground, but that didn’t mean she was happy.

Adam sighed. “Teela couldn’t have known her other self was going to be like that. Right?”

Teela didn’t know what to say. She hadn’t even gotten that far. She’d still been focused on the task of finding the other Teela. She hadn’t been expecting an ambush. “I think if we could get her alone, it might be different.”

“We need to get out of here first,” Duncan added from farther down.

Cringer added. “Yes, and perhaps the young woman can return my claws to me as well.” They’d taken the ones Duncan made him when they locked them away, along with the inventor’s wrench and both magical staffs. Krass still had her helmet, probably because they hadn’t seen it as a weapon.

“Okay,” Adam said. “So we need to make a plan for how to get out of here. What—”

“There is no way out,” a gruff voice said from beside them. Adam fell silent, and Teela turned and watched as Randor walked up to the door of his cell. It still had the open space from when Teela had rubbed on it. “If there were, I wouldn’t be here.”

Teela heard a loud gulping sound and knew it was Adam.

Before anyone could say anything else, the doors to the cell block opened again and down the hall came Teela Two. She went directly to Teela’s cell and frowned at her. “Normally, you wouldn’t be able to maintain a spell like this while fighting for your life. And we searched you, you’re not using technology. So why do you look like me?”

“Would you believe that I’m from another world?”

Teela Two frowned. “Let’s say that I do. I don’t. But okay. More importantly, why were you down in the sewers?”

“We were looking for you.”

She blinked. “Me?”

Teela took a deep breath. Either she could sidestep around it or she could just tell the truth. She had to believe in the other Teela, she had to believe in herself and who she knew she was. “We have a way to defeat Skeletor, but we need your help. Are you really happy like this? Hurting people? I saw what you did for Randor. You didn’t have to do that. You aren’t like the rest of them.”

Teela Two’s eyes widened and she looked around, as if worried that someone would come and overhear them.

“We need to get the Sword of Power to Adam. It’ll give us the power to defeat Skeletor. We just need you to get it.”

“I . . . I . . .” The other Teela backed away, shaking her head. “He can’t be defeated. He’s too powerful.”

“He can!”

Teela looked herself in the eye for a long moment, her palms pressed against the cell door, willing her other self to help them. Instead, the girl kept shaking her head, turned, and left the dungeon.
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Teela deflated. She stared at the door to the dungeon, willing the other Teela to come back in, laughing and saying it was just a joke, but it didn’t happen.

“Um . . .” Duncan said. “Did she just leave?”

“Yes,” Krass snapped. “Meaning we’re not getting out of here.”

The king’s voice cut through the space. “Did you say Adam . . . ?” Randor squinted, eyes darting from one cell to the next.

There was silence in the room for a long moment before Adam wiped the grime from his cell door, met his father’s eyes, and said, “Hi, Dad.”

“You’re alive?!” The king gasped. He kept pressing himself closer to the door, trying to get a better look at his long-lost son.

Teela froze, of course. In her world, when Adam disappeared, the king thought he was dead. Meaning this one had been down here thinking the same thing.

“I’m sorry!” Adam blurted out. “I ran! I ran away. I’ve been running this entire time. And I had the chance to save you, and I didn’t even try and I’m sorry!”

“My boy,” Randor said, his voice soft. “I would never fault you for that. I’m glad that you did what you needed to survive and that you weren’t down here with me all these years.”

The door to the dungeon slid open again and Teela whipped her head toward it.

And there she was, Teela Two, holding on to the Sword of Power. Their other weapons, the staffs, Duncan’s wrench, and Cringer’s claws were floating alongside her in the air.

Teela gasped. “You . . . you . . .”

“You’ve got five minutes to prove you can make this work. That’s how long we have for me to take it back without anyone noticing. So you better make it fast.” She walked over to Adam’s cell and opened the door, allowing the boy to stumble out, and thrust the sword at him. “Let’s see what you can do.”

Teela rushed to the bars. “You have to say, ‘By the power of Grayskull, I have the power!’”

Adam grasped the handle of the sword, holding it up high. His arms shook and he kept looking over at Teela. She nodded, trying to look as encouraging as possible.

He said, “B-by the p-p-power of Grayskull!”

Teela winced at the way his voice squeaked with the words. But that didn’t matter, all that mattered was that he harnessed the power.

She waited for the usual signs of Adam powering up—for the sword to grow in size along with the boy, for the rush of energy, the crackling lightning.

And . . .

And . . .

And . . . nothing happened.

Adam’s face fell as he stared at the sword in his hands. Teela felt the skeptical gaze of Teela Two on her as they looked at him. Everything they had planned was dependent on Adam being able to use the power of Grayskull.

Teela banged on the door of her cell. “Can you let the rest of us out?” she asked.

Teela Two shook her head. “No. Because then you might escape. I need to survive in this kingdom. So if he can’t actually defeat Skeletor, he’s going back in the cell, I’m returning the sword and pretending this never happened.” She crossed her arms and looked at Adam. “So can you or can’t you?”

Adam stared down at the power weapon in his hands and Teela could feel him losing confidence.

“Everyone has the power in them,” she said. “Remember what Eldress told us! You can do this.”

“But I ran away,” he muttered. “She said the sword was for a true champion. I should have done something.”

Before Teela could respond, the other Teela said, “Well, it’s too late for that now. We all have things we wish that we hadn’t done.” She stared at the sword in Adam’s hands and then over at Randor. “I should have done the job the way I was meant to. I should have given that sword to you. But I didn’t. Honestly, I didn’t trust you. What have you ever done for the Lower Wards? Skeletor was actually offering me something. It felt wrong, but I didn’t know what else to do.”

Randor’s face fell. “I admit, I hated you for a long time. I thought of how different things could have been if you’d delivered the sword to me. But . . . you’re not a villain. I can see that. You’ve treated me with kindness that I didn’t extend back to you, even though it put you in danger. And you’re right. I hadn’t treated all my kingdom the same. How can I blame you for not trusting me? Many things could have been different if I was the king I was supposed to be.”

“The point I think Teela Two is making,” Teela said.

“Teela Two?!” The other Teela raised her brow.

“The point is,” Teela continued, “we can’t change the past. But we can change the future. You have the power to do that, Adam.” She looked at him. “Remember what you said to me: ‘You don’t have to do everything by yourself.’ We’re a team. We’ll do this together.” Because even though Adam held the sword and the power, they would need every single one of them to win.

“You got this,” Krass said from her cell.

Cringer added, “We’re here with you.”

“We’ll do it together,” Duncan said.

Adam smiled at Teela. They were always meant to be a team. She couldn’t do it all alone and he couldn’t, either. “Together,” she said.

“Together,” he repeated.

The sword in his hand glowed and flared to life.

“BY THE POWER OF GRAYSKULL . . .” Adam shouted. Golden light filled the room, the sword tripled in size, and new muscles bulged to life on Adam’s body. “I HAVE THE POWER!”

When the light dimmed, He-Man was standing in Adam’s place. He looked wonderingly at the sword and at his changed body.

Teela grinned and said to Teela Two, “Now do you believe us?”

Teela Two’s jaw was basically on the floor and she nodded.

He-Man smiled so hard it almost looked painful. “Now I can share the power!”

The others were let out of their cells alongside Randor and given their power weapons. Teela held out a staff to the other Teela.

The girl stared at it. “Me? But I’m . . . I was working with Skeletor.”

“So was I!” Duncan said, raising his wrench. “But you’re not anymore, right?”

Teela smiled at her other self. “You have the power in you, too. You said that you regretted giving the sword to Skeletor. Now is your chance to fight back.” She gestured to the rest of the team. This wasn’t her world. She couldn’t stay here forever, but the Masters would need one another. This Teela would need someone. “You’re not alone.”

The girl’s fingers clenched around the staff. “Okay,” she said finally. “Let’s do it.”

He-Man raised the Sword of Power high over his head and said, “BY THE POWER OF GRAYSKULL . . .”

The shared energy surged in the power weapons and coursed through the bodies of Krass, Duncan, Cringer, and Teela Two as they all shouted, “WE HAVE THE POWER!”

Teela smiled as she watched her new friends become Ram Ma’am, Man-at-Arms, Battle Cat, and last but not least, Sorceress.
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After everything she’d been through in a very short amount of time, Teela really enjoyed seeing the look on Skeletor’s face when she and the Masters burst into the throne room. He’d even choked on the grape he was eating. The Masters stood together in the doorway along with Randor. Teela put the former king under strict instructions to stay back from the fighting.

He-Man pointed his sword at his uncle. “We’ve come to take back the throne and free Eternia.”

“Big words for a used-to-be-little-and-now-is-weirdly-muscle-y boy-man,” Skeletor spat. Though even he seemed confused by half of what he’d said. “Clearly the snakes have failed to deal with you, but I assure you that my minions are much more skilled.”

“Are we minions?” Rqazz whispered to Evelyn, who was grinding her teeth.

“Apparently,” she muttered.

Skeletor waved his ram-head Havoc Staff at Evelyn, Kronis, and Rqazz. “Don’t just stand there! Do something!”

The three of them nodded and launched into action. But just like Teela had realized before, they didn’t power up. She remembered then that Skeletor had shared his power to compete with the Masters. But in this world, he’d never had to contend with them. Meaning that even though this Skeletor was a lot more powerful, his minions were not.

He-Man let out a battle cry as he ran toward Skeletor and didn’t even trip once!

Skeletor’s not-actually Dark Masters tried to get in the way but were intercepted by the Masters. Kronis was stopped by Man-at-Arms, brandishing his Mace of Technology.

“Traitor,” Kronis snarled as he stumbled back.

Man-at-Arms smiled. “I like to think of it as finally being true to myself, actually.”

“Amateur,” Evelyn muttered as she slashed a hand at He-Man and said, “Magicis secare!”

The arching purple spell should have sliced into him but it was intercepted by Sorceress twirling her staff. The magic was dispelled upon contact.

“I see you’ve also switched sides,” Evelyn hissed at Sorceress. “Just in time to lose.”

“I was always on the wrong side,” Sorceress said. “I just needed this chance to turn things around.”

At the same time, Rqazz was stopped by a snarling Cringer. “Rqazz doesn’t have time to play with kitty right now,” he said.

“Too bad,” Battle Cat said, swiping at the Beastopoid with his razor-sharp claws.

Teela ducked and dodged between the three fighting pairs and waved for Ram Ma’am to follow her. “We have to help He-Man!”

“Wait, is that his name?” Ram Ma’am balked.

Teela almost smacked her hand against her forehead. Right. She hadn’t exactly gone over the names. They could figure that out later. “Yes! Doesn’t matter, let’s just get Skeletor.”

He-Man had already reached his uncle and they were locked together, He-Man forcing the sword forward while Skeletor leaned against him with his staff.

Rammy rushed at Skeletor with her head ducked down and nailed him right in his side. Teela then followed up with a blast of magic at the same side, throwing him off balance and giving He-Man the leverage to strike out at him with the sword, sending the evil king flying back into the wall.

“I should have killed you when I had the chance,” Skeletor snarled, pushing himself into a standing position with his staff. “But honestly, I didn’t think you had it in you. You were always such a little coward.”

“Well, you were wrong,” He-Man said back.

Skeletor smiled nastily. “Was I? What will you do when you lose this battle, nephew? Run away again?” He cackled.

“Mocking a child for being afraid is low even for you, brother,” Randor snapped from the back of the room “There is nothing to be ashamed of, Adam.”

“Apparently it’s He-Man,” Ram Ma’am said.

Randor blinked. “Oh? He-Man, then. I know that you only did what you could.”

“Dad . . .” He-Man said, staring back at his father. “Wait . . . He-what now?”

Skeletor used He-Man’s distraction to strike out, but Teela sent a well-timed spell to stop him. He glared at her. “I thought you were on my side! Wait . . . there’s two of you?!” He looked from Teela to Sorceress and back. “Evelyn! What is this magic?”

Evelyn was currently being blasted into a column by Sorceress and couldn’t exactly be reached for comment. Kronis was suffering a similar fate as Man-at-Arms landed a punch that had the man falling to the floor, unconscious. And Rqazz followed shortly thereafter as Battle Cat aimed a swipe of claws that had the villain stumbling around the room before finally collapsing to the floor.

Skeletor glared at them and then looked around for guards that weren’t coming. Sorceress had used a sleeping spell to great effect. “Good help is so hard to find these days,” he muttered. “Oh well.” He slammed his staff into the ground, sending out a shockwave of Havoc energy that blasted them all into the opposite wall, Masters and minions alike.

“Dad!” He-Man cried as Randor, who had also been thrown back in the blast, crumpled to the ground.

He coughed. “I’m . . . fine . . .”

The Dark Master of Havoc threw his head back and cackled. Teela absolutely hated that laugh. More than sand and snakes combined. She got to her feet alongside the other Masters.

He-Man threw a poisonous glare at Skeletor as he helped his dad to his feet.

“We can defeat him,” Teela said. “We just need to work together. Everyone help get him in place for He-Man.”

Teela noticed He-Man lingering by his father, who waved him off. “Go on . . . fight!” Randor said, putting on a brave face.

She looked to He-Man, who nodded back at her. “Let’s do it,” he said.

They jumped into action. Ram Ma’am pummeled Skeletor in the stomach and Battle Cat sliced at his arm, making him lose his grip on his Staff of Havoc. When Skeletor reached out to save it, Man-at-Arms was there with a mighty swing of his mace. Teela’s staff lit up with as much magic as she could summon, and she locked eyes with Sorceress, who was also powering up her own staff. They both sent out their magic in a blast that made Skeletor stumble back. He still hadn’t let go of the staff, but he was barely holding on to it now.

“This ends here,” He-Man said, lining up for his attack. Suddenly, his sword was glowing a bright golden yellow, lightning crackling around the power weapon and the entirety of He-Man’s body, filling the room with its light. He held it in front of him, the tip pointing toward the ground, gathering more energy as he ran. Finally he cried, “LIGHTNING STIKE!” and ripped the blade upward, sending a stream of powerful and unavoidable lightning directly toward Skeletor.

The villainous ruler of Eternos was instantly slammed against the wall in the blast. And when it was over, he stumbled forward and collapsed, the Staff of Havoc finally falling from his hand, its neon-green light going dim. “I . . . hate . . . kids,” he spat out weakly between his lips.

Teela grinned, coming over to kick away the staff so he couldn’t reach it. “We’re not your biggest fans, either,” she said.

Man-at-Arms was able to take his former mentor’s weapon and reconfigure it into a pair of handcuffs that he slapped on Skeletor.

Now he would be the one in the dungeons.

The threat crushed, everyone naturally powered down into their original forms.

“We did it!” Adam shouted. “We actually did it!”

And then they were all screaming and shouting, grasping on to each other and jumping around. Skeletor rolled his eyes at them from his spot on the ground. “Ugh,” he groaned. “Insufferable.”

Teela felt eyes on her back and turned around, spotting Zodac floating in his chair in a corner of the room with a faint smile on his face. She went over to him.

“Your friends are looking for you,” he said. “Time to go home.”

Teela felt a weight drop in the pit of her stomach. She would have a lot of explaining to do when she got there.

“Friends forgive,” Zodac said simply, “if the friend is worth forgiving.”

She nodded and hoped that he was right.

He raised his hand and she blurted out, “Wait! What about Eldress? You two knew each other. You must have some idea of where she is, a clue.”

“I do not, and as I said before, we were merely coworkers.”

Teela couldn’t help but roll her eyes. Fine, he wasn’t going to share any information on Eldress’s whereabouts, but they were not just coworkers. They seemed closer than that. Not like a couple. The way they went back and forth reminded her more of how Adam and Krass were. Like family. And she couldn’t just leave without at least trying to figure it out. She made a guess and said, “You’re related, aren’t you?”

Zodac crossed his arms over his chest and sighed. “You’re rather perceptive, aren’t you?”

She grinned at him. It was likely as much of a confirmation as she would get from him. But according to Zodac, the siblings had worked together outside of Eternia. “Why did Eldress come to Eternia? Why would she leave her family to be here?”

“She believed, and still does, that only the Power of Grayskull can prevent the coming of Horokoth.”

Teela furrowed her brow. “Horokoth? You mean Evil-Lyn’s bat?” What did a Dark Master’s familiar have to do with anything?

Zodac only stroked his chin and mused, “Oh, there’s more to the story of Evil-Lyn than you know. Dark times lie ahead, dear sister, but so long as you and your friends have each other, you will prevail.”

“Sister?” Teela blinked at him. “Did you just call me sis—”

“Too bad you won’t remember any of this,” he interrupted.

“What does that mean?!”

But as usual, he ignored her, and the world dissolved into a dizzying array of sounds and shapes, forcing her to squeeze her eyes shut. The last thing she saw, however, was the other world’s version of her, Teela Two, smiling for the first time since she’d seen the girl.
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Teela opened her eyes and found herself back in Evelyn’s room with its spell bottles and books, but this time, Adam, Cringer, Duncan, and Ork-0 were shoved inside of the small space, too. Even though she was nervous about seeing them again after what she’d done, she couldn’t help the grin that bloomed on her face. She was home and she was with her friends. And she had no idea what Zodac was talking about, because she remembered everything just fine.

Then she heard the word “. . . abracadee!” spring from Ork-0’s mouth, and she realized the robot had been in the middle of some sort of spell. Only, Ork-0 couldn’t actually do magic.

It was all she had time to think before he blasted the smoke-filled orb off the shelf and it fell on her head.
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Teela opened her eyes to several blurry figures standing around her. It took her a few more blinks before they came into focus. This time it was not only her friends but also King Randor. She sunk into the sheets of the bed. Great. She’d woken up in her own bed to what would almost definitely be a lecture.

“How are you feeling?” the king asked. The boys nodded, clearly also worried.

Ork-0 seemed especially apologetic. “I’m sorry, Teela.” He made several sad robot noises. “I’m a terrible magician.”

She shook her head. “It’s okay. You were trying to help me. And I feel fine.” She looked guiltily at the rest of her friends. “I have an apology to make, too. I shouldn’t have snuck into the room with Evelyn’s things, especially after you tried to warn me against it. I just . . .” She trailed off. What did it matter? They were just going to tell her there was no time to look for Eldress.

But then . . . some part of her fought against that. The spell hadn’t worked, that was for sure. All she remembered was a bright light and then getting hit with that orb. She’d failed at trying to find Eldress on her own. And maybe . . . maybe that was for a reason.

She sat up straighter in the bed. “It’s important to me to find Eldress. And I know that dealing with Skeletor and the snakes, and trying to get Krass back, I know those are all important, too. But that shouldn’t make Eldress less important. I just felt like no one but me cared about her, so no one but me could help her. But we’ve always done best when we work together. I just wish . . . I wish you would all help me.”

“We know,” Adam said. He rubbed the back of his head. “Or . . . we know now.”

Duncan nodded. “You were right in one way, too. What you said when we were coming back from the Sands of Time about splitting up to deal with the snakes was a good idea. Some of us could go fight the smaller groups of snakes first, leaving the rest of us free to help with searching for Eldress. Then we could swap, so we’re all working on everything. We can do that to try and win back Krass, too. That way, what matters to all of us is something all of us help with.”

“You won’t have any cause to work alone again,” Cringer said with a firm nod.

Teela grinned at her friends. She wished that she had done this from the start and saved herself the effort of sneaking into Evelyn’s cell. But then . . . sometimes you just had to learn by doing and have a little trust in your friends.

The king cleared his throat. “I also have an apology.”

Teela flushed but didn’t interrupt.

“I shouldn’t have suggested that there was anything more important than finding your friend. And while I don’t condone sneaking into a forbidden area, I understand your frustrations. And I’ll try to understand better next time.”

“Thank you.”

“Where did you end up anyway?” Adam asked. “With the spell. You definitely came back from somewhere.”

Teela frowned. “I don’t think I went anywhere. Maybe the spell just transported me for a second or something?”

“Weird.”

She agreed. It was definitely weird but that was magic for you.

The king clapped his hands. “All right, now let’s leave young Teela to rest.”

Her friends filed out of the room with a promise to start searching for Eldress as soon as she was better.

For the first time in the last week, Teela felt hope. They would find Eldress, and they would do it together. The way they always should have.

Teela looked out of her bedroom window into the night sky. Then she paused and squinted. The way the stars were arranged . . . they almost looked like a man’s face. It was strange and not a constellation she’d ever seen. But somehow, it brought a smile to her face.
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