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  Book 1: Across the Worlds









  
  PART 1: CRAFTER









  
  CHAPTER ONE


The first explosion woke up Ashley Jason—or Crafter, as she was better known—with a start. 
She lay in the darkness of her bunk in the ship known as the Yukon, staring up at the ceiling overhead, which was very close. She blinked several times, partly annoyed that a nice dream involving her boyfriend had been interrupted, partly wondering if the explosion itself had been part of that dream. At the moment, she just felt the softness of the memory foam mattress she lay upon and the blankets wrapped around her body like a snake, the rising and lowering of the ocean waves gently rocking her back to sleep …
The second explosion—which sounded much closer than the first—caused Crafter to accidentally roll out of her cot and land on the hard metal floor of her cabin with an ungraceful thunk. She felt the ship shudder underneath her hands and knees, seemingly in response to the second explosion.
What’s going on? Crafter thought, rubbing the sleep out of her eyes. Are we under attack or something?
Suddenly, the door to her cabin slid open, letting in the bright light from the hallway outside. She winced and covered her eyes, muttering, “Too bright.”
“Ashley?” said a familiar male voice with an odd accent that could be either British or Australian but was neither. “Ashley, are you awake?”
Squinting, Crafter looked up to see the partially silhouetted form of Barrett Marcus, her boyfriend and a superhero named Dragon Prince, standing in the doorway. Although the shadows cast by the light made it difficult to make out his features, she could nonetheless sense his worry for her.
Another boom rocked the ship before Crafter could answer, making the ship rock even more. Crafter ducked her head while Dragon Prince threw out both hands and grabbed the archway of the door, cursing under his breath as the ship began to stabilize.
“Barrett, what’s going on?” asked Crafter, raising her head to look at him again. “What are all these explosions about? Is it—?”
Dragon Prince shook his head. “I do not know, but I just got a message from Captain Davidson. He says we’re under attack and that we should put on our costumes and get to the main deck as quickly as possible.”
That was when Crafter noticed that Dragon Prince was already in his gold-and-black spandex costume that reminded Crafter of a flight suit. Crafter, by contrast, was still wearing her old pink cat t-shirt and shorts that her younger brother, Jake, always used to make fun of her for wearing.
Crafter, however, didn’t ask for elaboration. Rising to her feet, Crafter put on her own red-and-yellow red spandex costume in record time, even as more explosions continued to rock the ship. Once she was done, she and Dragon Prince left her cabin, heading straight for the main deck.
They were not the only people awake. Members of the Yukon’s crew were running to and fro, yelling out orders and commands from Captain Davidson. Few of them gave either Crafter or Dragon Prince a second glance and exactly none of them stopped to explain to them what was going on. That would have annoyed Crafter if she wasn’t still half-asleep, following Dragon Prince more on instinct than anything else.
Fortunately, it did not take them long to reach the top deck and control room of the Yukon. A wide-open room set at the top of the ship, the top deck was normally a quiet place, full of sailors quietly operating the ship’s controls, keeping track of weather conditions, and adjusting the ship’s course accordingly. Crafter had only been up here once when Captain Davidson had given her and Dragon Prince an exclusive tour of the ship when they boarded and hadn’t been very impressed.
Now, however, the Yukon’s deck was as crazy as the rest of the place. Sailors sitting before computer stations were frantically pressing buttons or tapping touch screens while responding to messages from people over the radio. Fear and panic were so thick in the air that Crafter could practically taste it. Faces were lit by computer monitors that displayed information and graphs that made no sense to Crafter but which the operators appeared to understand perfectly.
Beyond the windows of the top deck, Crafter could see that it was still very dark. Her own watch indicated that it was around three in the morning, which explained why she was still so groggy. She longingly noticed that several of the sailors were chugging cups of fresh coffee from their mugs, the crisp scent tempting to her nostrils.
In the center of the room sat a man upon a chair who, despite shouting orders, gave off a steady, solid vibe. Dressed in a dark blue pea coat, with an old, patched sailor’s hat on his head, Captain Trevor ‘Sea Dog’ Davidson was the very definition of a sailor. He yelled orders at his men in his loud, pirate-like accent, but his words were crisp and clear, and Crafter had the feeling that things would have been even more chaotic if not for Captain Davidson’s steady hand.
“Captain, what is going on?” said Dragon Prince as they approached the elderly man. “We heard the explosions.”
Sea Dog’s chair swiveled around, letting Crafter see the old sailor’s short, scruffy grey beard, a relieved smile poking out from it. “Barrett, Ashley! Glad you’re awake. We need all hands on deck if we’re going to reach Superbia safely.”
Doing her best to suppress a yawn, Crafter asked, in a voice that sounded tired even to her, “Are the Superbians attacking us?”
That had been Crafter’s fear when Dragon Prince suggested they travel to Superbia by sea. Although Superbia was currently in the midst of a nationwide civil war that left the reigning government crippled and divided, that did not mean the seas were necessarily safe to travel. Dragon Prince had assured her that the Superbian Navy—already tiny due to Superbia’s status as a small nation—likely would not be a problem, but Crafter had still been worried.
To her surprise, however, Sea Dog shook his head. “No. Not unless the Superbian Navy has decided to go old school with their ships. And I mean really old school.”
“Old school?” Dragon Prince repeated, a questioning look crossing his handsome features. “What do you mean?”
“Shane!” Sea Dog suddenly shouted to the nearest sailor. “Show our guests the attackers!”
Shane, a young-looking sailor who was probably barely out of his teens, fumbled with the tablet in his hands, almost dropping it, before saying, “Uh, yes, sir,” and tapping the screen. After a few more seconds of furious tapping, a holographic image suddenly appeared over the tablet’s surface.
It was an image of an old, but fine-looking, Victorian sailing ship. Three tall masts rose up from the center of the ship, while what appeared to be cannons poked out of its sides. Crafter thought that the ship had to be huge, given the size of the hologram. Along the side of the ship, the words Dividing Blade could be read in bright red paint. Its bow even appeared to be shaped like a huge sword blade, though it probably was more for looks than functionality.
Crafter yawned again. “What … what is that?”
Sea Dog suddenly held out a styrofoam coffee cup to Crafter, who took it gratefully. “That, my dear, is the enemy ship, apparently named the Diving Blade.”
Sipping the warm, yet rich, liquid, Crafter could feel herself waking up already. “Barrett, is that one of the Superbian Navy’s ships?”
Dragon Prince furrowed his brow. “No. All Navy ships are modern in design and none of them are called the Diving Blade. This thing looks like it sailed straight out of the Age of Exploration.”
Crafter grimaced. Dragon Prince was the former Dragon Prince of Superbia before it fell into civil war. If anyone would know what ships the Superbian Navy used, it would have to be him.
“Aye, but it hits like a modern-day battle cruiser,” Sea Dog grunted.
Crafter looked worryingly at Sea Dog. “You mean we’ve been hit already?”
“Not too much yet,” said Sea Dog. “A cannonball struck the bow, but it didn’t do much damage to the hull. Plus, Second Mate Geraldo ought to be out there any second now to deflect the cannonballs.”
As soon as Sea Dog said that, several loud booms could be heard in the night and all eyes turned toward the windows. Even through the darkness, Crafter could see several cannonballs flying toward them.
But then what looked like a mini-hurricane launched up from the lower deck of the Yukon and deflected the cannonballs, which vanished somewhere into the shadows beyond their view.
“They were aiming for the top deck,” Dragon Prince observed in a grim tone.
Sea Dog nodded. “Aye. Hence why I had Geraldo go and use his wind powers to protect us. So long as Geraldo keeps deflecting their cannonballs, I think we should be safe.”
Crafter hoped Sea Dog was right. “Where did this ship come from? Do you know?”
Shane pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose and glanced at the computer screen. “No. It just appeared on our radar all of a sudden and started shooting at us for no reason.”
“No warning messages, no communications from their crew, nothing,” Sea Dog grunted. “And they’ve thus far refused all radio communications with us.”
“So we’re under attack by a time-displaced sailing ship and have no idea why,” said Crafter. She sighed and sipped her coffee. “Just wonderful. How could things get worse?”
As if the universe was answering her question, a sailor sitting off to the side looked over his shoulder and shouted, “Sir! Incoming video communication from the enemy ship.”
Crafter and Dragon Prince exchanged puzzled looks, while Sea Dog snapped, “Get the holo-screen up. Now.”
The sailor immediately went back to work and, after pressing a few buttons, a holographic screen snapped into existence in front of the windows. Sea Dog turned his chair around to face the screen, while Crafter stood on his right and Dragon Prince stood on his left.
The screen was blank for a second or two until an image suddenly appeared. A dark-skinned man who appeared to be in his thirties was sitting on a wooden throne in what Crafter assumed was the top deck of the Dividing Blade. He wore blackish-blue robes and had long, dark hair that went down to his shoulders. A strange sword-shaped pendant hung from his neck, which Crafter only noticed because of how shiny it looked when it reflected the light from torches on the walls of the cabin.
“Greetings,” said the man, in a voice that was as smooth as grease. “I demand to speak with the captain of the vessel we are attacking.”
Sea Dog stood up from his chair. “That’d be me. Captain Trevor Davidson, although I usually go by Sea Dog. May I have the honor of knowing to whom I am speaking?”
The man frowned. “Captain … Davidson. My name is Prince Karos Malock, son of the All-King, rightful ruler of Telos, and future ruler of all of the multiverse.”
“Multiverse?” Crafter whispered to Dragon Prince. “Does this guy think he’s in a sci-fi novel or something?”
Dragon Prince shook his head, clearly no more understanding about this situation than she was.
Sea Dog, on the other hand, kept his usual polite expression. “Well, Prince Karos, you used a lot of words and terms that I do not believe I’ve ever heard of. Mind explaining them to me one word at a time, as well as why you’ve chosen to attack our vessel when we’ve done absolutely nothing to you, your crew, or your ship?”
Prince Karos scowled. “Do I look like a dictionary? I am attacking you because you have something I want. Ordinarily, I would just sink your ship and take it myself, but my second mate has recommended to me that diplomacy sometimes works better than force, so I am giving you this chance to hand it over to me without more violence.”
Sea Dog raised an eyebrow. “Awfully generous offer of ya, uh, Your Majesty. But we don’t really know what, exactly, it is that you want.”
Prince Karos scowled even more. “Play dumb with me, will you? I know you have the Guard. If you continue to pretend like you don’t know what I am talking about, then we have nothing further to discuss. Prepare to die.”
Karos raised his hand—perhaps to turn off the camera—when Crafter stepped forward and, holding up her own hand, said, “Wait!”
Karos paused. His gaze shifted from Sea Dog to Crafter, although his disappointment and anger were still obvious. “What do you want, woman?”
Crafter gestured at Sea Dog. “Nothing, except to not get blown to bits or sank to the bottom of the ocean. We’d be happy to give you what you want, but we really don’t know what it is.”
Karos eyed Crafter suspiciously. “Hmm … Tell me your name.”
“Ashley,” Crafter said. “Ashley Jason. I also go by Crafter.”
Karos frowned. “Sea Dog, Crafter … what is it with you humans and your codenames?”
“We’re superheroes,” said Crafter. “That’s … kind of what we do?”
Karos shook his head. “Very well then, Crafter. I want the Guard of the Trinity Blade. According to my Seeker, it is somewhere on your ship. Where is it?”
Crafter glanced at Sea Dog, who just shrugged. None of the other members of the crew said anything, either, with most of them averting their gaze or shrugging even more helplessly than Sea Dog.
She looked at Karos. “I’m sorry, Prince Karos, but we don’t have it. If we did, then like I said, we would give it to you. But we don’t, so we can’t.”
Karos’ eyes lit up with anger. “Liar! My Seeker says you have the Guard. I can understand not giving it up, but I do not respect a liar.”
“I’m not lying,” Crafter said. “You’re not listening to us.”
Karos blew breath out of his mouth. “Why did I even think this was a good idea in the first place? It is always a waste of time to talk with humans, but especially commoners like yourselves.”
Crafter felt her temper rise. “Commoners? What are you, some kind of medieval prince?”
“I already told you what I am,” Karos replied. “It isn’t my fault you are too stupid to understand. But very well. Since you continue to play dumb and treat me like I am some kind of fool, things will have to get much more serious. Pray to whatever gods you believe in, humans, because only divine intervention can save you from my wrath now.”
With that, the holo-screen went blank, leaving a surprised and slightly confused Crafter staring at her own reflection in the screen.
“What did he mean by that?” said Dragon Prince in confusion. “Is he going to resume attacking us?”
“Most likely,” Sea Dog said. “Fortunately, Geraldo is still out there, so he should be able to deflect their cannon—”
Without warning, the entire ship lurched to one side as if it had struck something in the water. Crafter fell to the floor, dropping her coffee cup, which spilled coffee everywhere. Sea Dog clutched the arms of his chair while Dragon Prince gripped the back with his hands.
“Captain!” Shane, who had also fallen onto the floor from the blast, said. “Engine crew are reporting that some sort of capsule just penetrated the lower decks of the ship. Not a lot of water is getting through, fortunately, but the hull has definitely been breached.”
“A capsule?” Sea Dog repeated. “Not a torpedo?”
Shane, tapping the screen of his tablet, shook his head. “No. One of the engineers is filming it. Let me get the video on the holo-screen …”
A second later, the holo-screen showed an image of what, indeed, appeared to be a pill-shaped capsule of some sort stuck in the hull of the ship. The video was shaky, obviously being taken by a sailor’s phone, and in the background, Crafter heard men yelling and the engine groaning under the effort of keeping the ship afloat. Water trickled in from around the edges of the capsule, but the capsule was big enough to keep the water from pouring in.
Sea Dog’s mouth fell open. “What in Poseidon’s name is that …?”
Without warning, the lid of the capsule burst open and a heavy smokescreen exploded from within. The smokescreen filled the engine room, instantly obscuring the camera’s view of the capsule. More shouts of confusion and fear came from the engineers and sailors.
“Smoke?” Dragon Prince questioned. “Some sort of chemical attack?”
The question was answered for Dragon Prince, however, when a clawed hand that clearly wasn’t human suddenly reached out of the smoke cloud and, grabbing the phone, crushed it in its grasp. The stream instantly cut off, making the holo-screen blank again.
“Shane!” Sea Dog snapped. “Get that camera back on!”
“I can’t!” Shane said, frantically tapping his tablet. “The phone got destroyed and none of the other engineers or sailors are answering their phones!”
Rising to her feet, Crafter looked at Dragon Prince, who nodded once, before turning her gaze to Sea Dog. “Sea Dog, Barrett and I will go check on the engine room. We’ll deal with whatever monster that Karos jerk just sent.”
Sea Dog pursed his lips but nodded. “Aye. May the seas be with ya.”
Crafter nodded in return. She and Dragon Prince then rushed toward the exit, Crafter hoping against hope that they would be able to save the sailors before it was too late.






  
  CHAPTER TWO


Reaching the door to the engine room, Dragon Prince ran ahead of Crafter and kicked open the door. The door instantly gave way under his powerful kick, causing smoke to billow out into the ship’s hallway. 
“Smoke!” Crafter said, covering her nose and mouth with one hand. “Barrett!”
Dragon Prince instantly sprouted two large dragon wings from his back and began flapping them rapidly. Dragon Prince’s dragon wings almost immediately dissipated the smoke, making it much easier to see and, more importantly, to breathe, although a thick smoky scent lingered in the air.
Not that Crafter spent much time dwelling on it, however. Dragon Prince went in first, jumping down the shaft toward the engine room with his dragon wings folded behind him, while Crafter summoned a solid platform made of light that she used as an elevator, allowing her to descend after Dragon Prince quickly.
Once Crafter was about half a foot off the ground, she dismissed the platform and landed behind Dragon Prince. The second her feet touched the metal floor, Crafter summoned a hammer made of light with a long handle, which she gripped with both hands and held before her defensively.
The first thing Crafter noticed was how much quieter it was down here compared to the upper decks. Aside from the whining and pops of the engine, plus the sound of water splashing against the side of the ship outside, Crafter heard nothing. A disgusting stench of smoke and seawater hung in the air, making Crafter wish she could not smell it.
Most of the lights still worked, save for the lights at the very end of the corridor, which had apparently gone out, covering it in thick darkness.
“Barrett, do you hear or smell anything?” asked Crafter, knowing that her boyfriend’s dragon powers meant that his senses were sharper than the average human’s.
Dragon Prince sniffed the air. “I smell smoke, seaweed, metal, and … human blood.”
Crafter grimaced. She knew what that meant. It meant that the engine room crew had likely all been slaughtered by Karos’ monster already.
Could we have saved them if we’d been faster? Crafter wondered to herself. If we’d moved even just a little quicker?
Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of boots running on the floor. Crafter immediately raised her hammer, while Dragon Prince transformed his hands into dragon claws and held them before him defensively.
“Someone is coming,” said Dragon Prince. “Fast.”
Crafter knew it had to be the monster. It had either heard or smelled their arrival and was probably coming to kill them before they stopped it.
Dad always says never go into battle blind, Crafter thought. Unfortunately, Dad also always told me that superheroes almost always go into battle blind.
Up ahead, someone burst out from the corner, causing both Crafter and Dragon Prince to raise their weapons. The figure suddenly tripped over his own feet and crashed down onto the floor and into the light.
Now that the figure was visible, Crafter could tell that it wasn’t a monster at all. It was one of the sailors, a member of the engine room crew, though when he looked up at them, Crafter did feel a bit sick.
Thick chunks of flesh had been ripped from his back, while his uniform was largely in tatters. One of his legs was bleeding profusely, while his face was almost as cut-up as his back. In fact, his face was so mangled that Crafter could barely figure out where his eyes and mouth were, yet somehow she could see the expression of fear on his bloody, torn face as clear as day. He stank of blood and smoke.
“H-Help …” the sailor said weakly. “Help me … killed the others … everyone is dead …”
Dragon Prince took a step forward and knelt before the man, his hands turning back to normal. “It’s okay. That’s why we’re here. To save you and the others from the monster.”
The sailor shook his head. “Not … possible. It’ll kill you … it’ll kill all of us … just like the others …”
Crafter pursed her lips, but then she noticed movement in the shadows up ahead and called out, “Barrett!”
Dragon Prince looked up just in time to see some sort of metal chain with a thick blade attached to the end of it flying out of the darkness.
But it wasn’t aimed at Dragon Prince.
It struck the sailor in the back of the head and he was yanked back into the shadows faster than either Crafter or Dragon Prince could react. Dragon Prince tried to grab the sailor’s shoes, but even his quick reflexes failed to catch the poor sailor, who vanished into the darkened end of the hallway like a wisp of mist.
A second later, Crafter heard the sailor screamed incoherently before the sound of metal stabbing into flesh interrupted him, and the engine room fell silent again, save for the thump, thump, thump of the engine nearby.
“Sailor?” said Dragon Prince, slowly rising to his feet. “Are you there?”
Something round suddenly flew out of the darkness and landed at Dragon Prince’s feet, causing him to step backward in surprise. Crafter peered around Dragon Prince to see what had been thrown at him, only to immediately regret that doing that.
The severed head of the last surviving sailor, his mouth open in a silent scream that would never end, sat at their feet.
“There we go,” said an unfamiliar, distinctly non-human voice from the shadows, a slight buzzing sound distorting its words. “The last one.”
Out of the shadows stepped an entity that certainly was not human. Vaguely humanoid in shape, the entity was tall and covered in thick, spiky armor. Red eyes peered out from a face that lacked a mouth but instead had some sort of vents, which was presumably where the creature’s voice had come from. Its cold gaze was unreadable, but somehow Crafter could sense that that thing wasn’t afraid of either her or Dragon Prince.
In fact, it almost seemed … disappointed, somehow, as if they had failed to live up to its expectations.
“Who are you?” Dragon Prince demanded, his hands morphing back into dragon claws. “State your name and … whatever you are.”
The creature, whose claws, Crafter noted with some disturbance, were stained with blood, cocked its head to the side. “This is the new generation of superheroes I have heard so much about? Underwhelming.”
Crafter raised an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”
The creature shook its head. “Never mind that. You may call me Graalix. I was—am—a Pokacu warrior.”
Crafter’s eyes widened. “A Pokacu alien? No way. They were wiped out years ago when their Mother World blew up. I should know, because my dad was the one who blew it up.”
“Your father?” Graalix asked sharply. “Your father would not happen to be a superhero named Bolt, would he?”
“Actually, he is,” said Crafter. “I’m his daughter, Ashley. Ashley Jason, although you can call me Crafter. Have you met my dad before?”
Graalix’s eyes narrowed. “I have, but I did not know that he had reproduced. But I can see the family resemblance. You have the same arrogance and unearned sense of superiority that your father had, although I can tell with a glance that you aren’t even half the hero he was.”
“Ashley, did your father ever tell you about this Graalix guy?” Dragon Prince muttered to her before Crafter could snap at the alien.
“What? No,” Crafter whispered back.
“Then he could be lying,” Barret said.
“I am not lying, human,” said Graalix. He shook his head. “Not that I have time to argue with you. Prince Karos sent me to get the Guard. If you agree to get out of my way, then neither of your parents will have to attend your funerals.”
Crafter scowled and stepped forward, holding her hammer before her. “I wouldn’t be a very good superhero if I let you take what you wanted after murdering a bunch of innocent guys.”
Graalix grunted in annoyance. “Your father, too, lacked the wisdom necessary to know when to keep his nose out of business which does not concern him.”
“I’m pretty sure that attacking the ship which my boyfriend and I are using to get to Superbia makes this my business,” Crafter replied. “But fine. Trash talk my dad all you want. You’re just giving me more and more reason to bash in that ugly face of yours.”
Graalix shook his head. “I don’t have time to play with you children. We’re on a deadline and are behind schedule as is.”
Dragon Prince flashed his claws at Graalix. “Then I suppose you won’t mind being a bit late, will you?”
Dragon Prince rushed down the hall toward Graalix. Crafter would have joined him, but the hall was too narrow for them to run side by side, so she decided to simply back him up in case he needed it. She doubted he would, though. Dragon Prince was one of the strongest supers she knew. There were very few enemies he could not defeat.
Graalix, however, looked supremely unamused by Dragon Prince’s charge. He didn’t even move. He just stood there, claws folded in front of his chest, as Dragon Prince drew closer and closer. Crafter almost wondered if Graalix was simply going to let Dragon Prince hit him before she noticed Graalix press a button on his arm.
Some sort of portal opened smack dab between Dragon Prince and Graalix when Dragon Prince was less than a foot from Graalix. Dragon Prince—who was running too fast to stop—fell headfirst into the portal, vanishing from sight before the portal closed with an audible pop that echoed in the engine room.
“Barrett!” Crafter screamed. “No! What did you do with him?”
“Got rid of him,” Graalix replied with the same tone Crafter would use to talk about throwing out the trash. “Naturally.”
Crafter scowled. “Where is he?”
Graalix shrugged. “Who knows? I may have dumped him into an island paradise … or into the heart of an active volcano. The multiverse is a vast place.”
Another ‘multiverse’ reference that Crafter did not understand, though she also did not care. As far as she was concerned, Graalix had just killed her boyfriend in cold blood.
That required an immediate—and lethal—response.
Crafter dissipated her hammer and instead summoned a dozen Light Spears, which popped into existence in front of her. With a yell, Crafter sent the Light Spears flying toward Graalix.
Graalix, however, took a step back and a portal opened behind him. He vanished into the portal a second before the Light Spears would have speared him through, causing the Light Spears to smash into the wall behind him, embedding themselves in the wall and causing more water to start leaking into the hold.
“Crap,” Crafter said in alarm. She hadn’t intended to make more holes in the ship’s hold, but apparently, the hull was thinner than she thought. “Where did you go? Show yourself, you boyfriend-murdering—”
Crafter heard another dimensional portal open behind her and, whirling around, she found herself face to face with Graalix. He slashed at her with his claws, forcing Crafter to materialize a shield made of solid light before her.
Although the shield protected her from Graalix’s claws, the impact of the blow still sent her staggering backward. She almost lost her footing, especially on the slick floor, which was becoming increasingly slicker thanks to the water pouring in from the holes she’d accidentally punched into the hull.
“Quick reflexes,” Graalix said, pressing his claws down on Crafter’s shield. “But that won’t be enough to save you.”
Graalix slammed his fists down on Crafter’s shield, the blow nearly driving her to knees and, more worryingly, creating thick cracks in her weapon. Crafter had severely underestimated Graalix’s strength and was starting to worry that the shield might shatter before she could fight back.
Then Graalix hit her shield again and the construct shattered. At the same time, however, Crafter summoned her hammer again and swung it at Graalix’s head.
But Graalix caught the hammer with his claw and, ripping it out of Crafter’s grasp, swung a fist at her face. The punch slammed into Crafter’s face and sent her staggering from the impact. She almost fell over, just barely managing to grab a hold of the pipes in the walls for support.
Her senses dazed, Crafter looked up to see Graalix tossing her hammer away, the weapon dissipating into light before it touched the ground. Graalix, however, did not seem to notice that. He was too busy glaring at Crafter, his red eyes looking practically demonic now.
“It has been fun toying with you, daughter of Bolt,” said Graalix. He raised a hand. “Unfortunately, I don’t have time to play with you, either. Go and find your boyfriend. I’m sure he’s out there in the multiverse … somewhere.”
With that, a large portal exploded open behind Crafter and immediately started sucking her in. She desperately tried to hang onto the pipe, but the pipe was already slick with water and her grip was loosening finger by finger until she was forced to let go.
Then Crafter flew backward into the portal. The last thing she saw was Graalix waving mockingly at her, his eyes smiling at her.
Then the portal slammed closed and Crafter saw no more.






  
  CHAPTER THREE


Tell me she’s going to be okay. That she will wake up soon and be happy and healthy. Because if she is not, then you won’t be, either.” 
“I-I think she will. I mean, no guarantees, but—”
“No guarantees?”
“I’m a dimensional cop, okay? Not a doctor. So if, on the very slim chance she doesn’t wake up, you get what you paid for.”
“What I paid for—?”
Crafter heard the two voices arguing with each other, but she didn’t know who they belonged to. The voice that had been agitating for her health sounded very familiar and comforting, but the other was completely unfamiliar to her.
Why is everyone so worried about me, anyway? Crafter thought. I just want to sleep …
Unfortunately, now that Crafter was awake, her senses were starting to kick back into gear. She could feel the soft mattress underneath her body, the plush blanket covering her body, but she also felt as stiff as a board and oddly cold.
Mattress? That did not make sense. In the back of Crafter’s mind, she was starting to remember that she had been falling into endless nothingness earlier. But now she felt like she was lying flat on her back on a comfy, if a little lumpy, mattress.
What is going on here? Crafter thought. Where am I? What happened?
Knowing that there were other people in the room—people who might be able to answer her questions—was enough to motivate Crafter to open her eyes.
She found herself staring up at the wooden ceiling of some sort of cabin. The gentle rocking motion told her that she was likely in the cabin of a ship of some sort. She watched the light bulb hanging overhead sway back and forth gently, almost like a baby monitor. It was relaxing to watch, almost enough to make her fall back to sleep …
Then the familiar, worried face of Dragon Prince appeared in her vision. “Ashley? Are you awake? Can you hear me?”
Crafter blinked. Slowly. “Barrett … I’m so thirsty …”
That was an understatement. Her throat felt dryer than the Sahara Desert, which made talking difficult.
But then Dragon Prince held a cup of water up to her lips. “Drink. Not too fast, now. You’re still recovering.”
Crafter tried to regulate her drinking, but found it difficult. Either she would sip too little or would greedily drink it all in one go, so Crafter decided to hell with it and, taking the cup from Dragon Prince, downed the entire cup in one gulp. She relished the relaxing sensation of the clear, cool water moistening her throat and lips as she drank.
“Barrett …” Crafter said, talking a lot easier now that she’d gotten a drink, lowering her now-empty water cup. “What happened? Where am I? This doesn’t look like the Yukon …”
“That’s because it isn’t,” said another, slightly high-pitched male voice that Crafter did not recognize.
The face of another man appeared over her, on the other side of the bed opposite the side that Dragon Prince sat on. Startled, Crafter almost dropped her near-empty cup before looking at the newcomer.
He was a young-looking black man who she estimated to be somewhere in his early thirties, though he had a certain timelessness about his appearance that made it hard to tell. He was clad in some sort of weird blue-and-yellow spandex costume that reminded Crafter of the Academy uniform she wore before graduation, only his seemed more like something from out of those old sci-fi serials that Grandma Ashley liked to watch than something real.
“Hi there,” said the black man with a friendly smile. “Do you need more water?”
Crafter blinked, but nodded and held the cup out to him. “Yes, please.”
The black man took the cup and, handing it off to the side, said, “Sparky, can you refill her cup for her?”
“Of course,” said a monotone, even robotic, male voice from nearby. Crafter caught a glimpse of a metallic hand taking the cup from the black man’s hand and heard metal feet walking across the wooden floor, followed by a door opening and closing.
“There you go,” said the black man. He smiled at Crafter again. “Sparky will be back with your refilled water cup in no time.”
Crafter blinked. “Who is Sparky? And who are you?”
“His name is Spaceman,” said Dragon Prince.
Crafter looked at Dragon Prince in confusion. “Spaceman?”
“Actually, it’s Mr. Space,” the black man corrected, giving an annoyed look. “Mr. Jason Space, to be precise, Deputy of the Adventure and agent of the Interdimensional Elite Agency.”
Crafter turned her gaze back to Mr. Space and frowned. “What’s an Interdimensional Elite Agency?”
“The Interdimensional Elite Agency, you mean,” Mr. Space corrected. “The Interdimensional Elite Agency—or IEA for short—is a multiversal task force dedicated to protecting the multiverse from dangers both within and without. We also hunt down multiversal criminals and bring them to justice before they can cause too much trouble.”
“They’re like the multiverse police,” Dragon Prince explained to Crafter. He cast a questioning look in Mr. Space’s direction. “I think.”
Mr. Space sighed. “More or less, but we don’t like that term because it makes our job sound so mundane when there’s nothing mundane about it.”
Crafter frowned even more. “Multiverse … maybe I’m still suffering from a concussion, but do you mean like multiple universes?”
Mr. Space nodded eagerly. “Exactly. Didn’t your dad ever mention us to you? Worked with him all the time when he was as young as you.”
Crafter stared dumbly at Mr. Space. “You’re the second person I’ve met today who claims to have known my dad when he was my age.”
Mr. Space glanced at himself. “Okay, I know I look really young for my age, but time is kind of funny when you’re an interdimensional guardian of justice, so—”
“Do you also hate Dad or not?” said Crafter.
Mr. Space shook his head quickly. “Of course not! Like I said, your dad worked with us a lot when he was younger. On two separate occasions, your dad helped save the whole multiverse. No, the IEA likes him. We’re not planning to arrest him for crimes against the multiverse or anything like that.”
“Yes,” said Dragon Prince in agreement. “We have nothing to worry about from these people, Ashley, other than getting annoyed to death.”
Mr. Space glared at Dragon Prince. “You know, even though we saved both your bacon from the void, I don’t think I’ve heard you thank us even once.”
Dragon Prince folded his arms in front of his chest. “That’s because I still haven’t decided if I can trust you or not.”
Crafter bit her lower lip. She had forgotten just how much Dragon Prince distrusted strangers. That may have come from his upbringing in Superbia, a nation that was not exactly famous for being kind or open to outsiders.
Deciding to intervene before Dragon Prince got into a shouting match with Mr. Space, Crafter sat up and said, “So, um, where are we if not the Yukon? And how did you find us?”
Mr. Space looked at Crafter almost like he’d forgotten she was there. “Kind of by accident. We were actually chasing one of those multiversal criminals I was telling you about. And we almost nabbed him, too, but then we saw you two get banished and, well, we couldn’t let you guys just die or get lost in the multiverse forever.”
Connections suddenly formed in Crafter’s brain when Mr. Space said that. “Wait a second. You’re talking about Graalix, right?”
“And that Prince Karos fellow,” said Dragon Prince with a nod. “Space has already explained the situation to me somewhat, although I’ve been more worried about you than Karos or Graalix.”
“It’s true,” said Mr. Space. He patted Crafter on the shoulder. “You’ve got yourself a good boyfriend there, Ashley. Every time he threatened to rip my spleen out of my stomach and shove it down my throat if we couldn’t save you, I knew he did it only out of his deep love for you.”
It was Dragon Prince’s turn to glare at Mr. Space, while Crafter tried not to giggle. She could easily imagine Dragon Prince making all sorts of colorful threats to Mr. Space because of how worried he was for her health. She’d never heard him threaten to take someone’s spleen out, though, but it was an amusing thought nonetheless.
Running a hand through her hair, Crafter said, “So this Graalix guy is a multiversal criminal? What laws did he break?”
Mr. Space rubbed the back of his neck. “He’s got a long rap sheet. Helping the Dread God, planetary genocide, murdering innocent people, theft … guy’s kind of infamous. But we didn’t really get serious about him until he started hanging out with this Karos guy.”
“Who is Prince Karos, anyway?” said Crafter. She leaned forward suddenly. “Hold that thought. What about Sea Dog and the Yukon? Did you rescue them, too?”
Mr. Space glanced at his knees. “Er, no.”
Crafter felt her heart sink. “No? Do you mean you didn’t rescue any of them?”
Mr. Space gulped and looked at Crafter apologetically. “Look, we tried, but tracking a criminal across the multiverse is difficult at the best of times. And when we’re dealing with a Crosser like Karos, keeping up is damn near impossible.”
“What Space is saying is that by the time they got to our universe, the Yukon was sunk and the whole crew was dead,” said Dragon Prince. “He told me that while you were out.”
Crafter leaned back against her pillow. She hadn’t known Sea Dog or his crew very long or well, but Sea Dog had been an old friend of her dad’s, who had allowed Crafter and Dragon Prince to use his boat to get to Superbia as a favor to Dad.
If Sea Dog and his whole crew were dead, then …
“I’m sorry,” said Mr. Space. “Like I said, we tried. But despite our super-advanced technology, we’re not super like you guys. We’re just a bunch of normal people trying to impose some sort of order on this mad multiverse.”
Crafter took a deep breath. She wished she could mourn Sea Dog, but right now she had other questions on her mind. “So, back to Karos. Who is he? And what does he want?”
Mr. Space rubbed his neck again. “Well, he’s technically—”
A loud beeping noise suddenly emitted from Mr. Space’s wrist. He glanced at the strange-looking device on his wrist which looked like a combination between a wristwatch and a map to Crafter and a grim expression appeared on his face.
“What is it?” said Dragon Prince with a frown. “Bad news?”
Mr. Space looked up. “It could be. And given how this mission has gone so far, probably is.”
Crafter exchanged a puzzled look with Dragon Prince. “Could be? What do you mean?”
Mr. Space stood up. “Captain Galaxy, my boss, has called a meeting of the ship’s crew and that includes me. She probably wants an update on your health.”
Crafter frowned. She sat up, balancing on her arms. “No need. I can go with you and tell your boss myself.”
“You sure about that?” said Mr. Space worriedly. “Because if you want to rest—”
Crafter shook her head. “Thanks, but I’m not going to just lie back and let the people who killed one of my dad’s friends get away scot free.”
Mr. Space bit his lower lip, but nodded. “Fair enough. Just be warned that it might be a little crazy at the meeting.”
Crafter cast Mr. Space a puzzled look. “Why?”
Mr. Space rubbed his arm. “Because you guys aren’t the only superheroes on board the Iron Wind.”






  
  CHAPTER FOUR


As it turned out, the  Iron Wind was the name of the ship that Crafter had awakened in. Not that Crafter got to learn much about it, however, because they apparently needed to be at the meeting in less than five minutes, so the was no time for questions. And despite being much shorter than Dragon Prince or even Crafter, Mr. Space moved faster than either, forcing Crafter to have to almost run just to keep up.
That did not prevent Crafter from observing their surroundings as they walked. The whole ship seemed to be made out of wood, which creaked and groaned rather ominously. Although the floor was surprisingly stable, she felt the ship shifting as it went through the ocean, although oddly she could not hear the telltale sounds of ocean waves splashing against the side of the vessel that she always heard when at sea. Instead, she vaguely heard a strange whooshing sound through the walls, almost like they were flying, but she dismissed that as her imagination.
The Iron Wind smelled heavily of sea salt and wood. The halls connecting the decks were fairly narrow, but wide enough to allow for at least two lanes of traffic. They didn’t run into too many people, although Crafter was under the impression that Mr. Space was using some sort of shortcut to get to the meeting room, wherever that was.
They passed a couple of broad-shouldered men carrying big tool bags between them, as well as occasionally caught glimpses of men and women in rooms on either side of the halls. But the glimpses she saw made no sense to her, as she’d see them working at advanced-looking computers that appeared to be at odds with the rustic appearance of the Iron Wind itself.
Again, however, Crafter had no time to focus on any of that. She was mostly thinking about Mr. Space’s cryptic remarks about more superheroes being on board the ship, which he had not elaborated on.
Could they be friends of ours? Crafter thought, tossing aside her empty water cup that Sparky had returned to her after filling it up. Sure would be nice if Sofia or Courtney was here, too. Hell, I’d even be happy to see Shade at this point.
She and Dragon Prince followed Mr. Space up a fairly steep stairwell to a door, which Mr. Space opened and stepped inside. Eager to see who the other superheroes were, Crafter followed next.
Crafter found herself standing inside what was clearly the captain’s quarters of the ship. The walls were lined with tall bookshelves full of thick tombs with titles in a strange ‘language’ that didn’t look like any sort of human language to Ashely. A small crystal chandelier hung from the ceiling, swaying gently with the rocking of the ship, while the floor was covered in red carpeting that looked too expensive to stand on. Floor-to-ceiling windows stood at the back of the room, behind the desk, but they were covered by thick, fancy blue curtains, making it impossible to tell what it looked like outside.
But the room was rather packed. Several costumed figures stood or sat in various positions around the room. They were definitely superheroes, but to her great disappointment, none of them were at all recognizable to her.
That was when a young, radical-sounding male voice before her said, “Nice costume you’re wearing, lady. Very shiny.”
Startled, Crafter whipped her head to see one of the unfamiliar superheroes standing before her.
At least, she assumed he was a superhero. He looked more like a punk rock star, with the most ridiculous red mohawk that rose off his head like a beacon. A red leather jacket was overlaid his black t-shirt, while his purple jeans terminated in spiky boots.
In his hands was a flaming guitar, which was why Crafter assumed he was a super. How else could someone hold a guitar that was literally on fire in their hands without burning or even hurting themselves? He didn’t even seem bothered by the heat, although to be fair, the heat was rather low, making Crafter wonder if he could control fire or something. He even smelled a bit like fire and smoke.
Crafter raised an eyebrow. “Excuse me? Who are you again?”
The rock star pushed up his purple sunglasses, letting Crafter see his fire-red eyes underneath. “Joseph Maxwell, but the ladies call me Busker Burn.”
Crafter grimaced. “The ladies, huh?”
Busker nodded. He dropped his sunglasses over his eyes and said, “But you can call me whatever you want, babe. Pretty girls like you get to do—”
Busker abruptly stopped talking and looked to his left, which was Crafter’s right. She also looked, wondering what Busker had seen.
Dragon Prince stood not more than half a foot from either of them, his hands now dragon claws. He stood stock-still, his eyes not on Crafter, but on Busker, looking at him the way that Crafter imagined a real dragon would look at a potential threat to its treasure hoard.
Busker, however, apparently didn’t sense the threat from Dragon Prince, because he looked up at Dragon Prince without fear. “Can I help you, dude?”
Dragon Prince nodded once. “Actually, you can. I suggest standing a minimum of six feet away from Ashley unless you want to find out just how sharp dragon claws are in real life.”
Busker blinked and looked at Dragon Prince’s hands. “Dragon claws, huh? Neat, but if that’s all you can do, kind of lame.”
“I can do a lot more than that,” said Dragon Prince. He leaned forward until his face was less than three inches from Busker. “Maybe I need to make it clearer: Ashley is my girlfriend. She is taken, to use a phrase you Americans like to use.”
Crafter was pleased to see realization dawn on Busker’s face when Dragon Prince said that. “Oh! Sorry. I didn’t realize that. I was just doing some harmless flirting, that’s all. Didn’t mean to try to steal your girl, um—”
“Barrett,” Dragon Prince said. “Barrett Marcus.”
Busker winked and shot Dragon Prince a finger gun. “Barrett, right. Yeah, I definitely wasn’t trying to steal your girl. I just can’t help myself when I see a beautiful woman walk in the room, especially a beautiful woman I’ve never seen before.”
Dragon Prince’s claw twitched. “I can help you, though I don’t think you want me to.”
Busker smirked. “I dunno. I was wondering if those claws of yours are for show.”
Dragon Prince raised his claws. “I can show you just how real these claws of mine are right now if you want, although I can assure you that they work very well. It’s your mohawk that I do not believe works.”
Crafter noticed Busker strumming the strings of his guitar softly. “Normally, I’m pretty chill … until you knock the mohawk. That’s below the belt.”
Crafter gulped. While she had enjoyed seeing Dragon Prince tell Busker off, she didn’t want them to actually fight each other. As much as she’d enjoy seeing Dragon Prince beat Busker to a pulp, a fight in this enclosed room—especially if Dragon Prince went full dragon—would probably do more harm than good.
As it turned out, however, Crafter did not need to step in, because, without warning, both Busker and Dragon Prince suddenly skidded backward from each other until they were about ten feet apart. They hadn’t actually moved as far as Crafter could tell. It was like some sort of invisible force had separated the two, although they seemed unharmed.
“What the—?” said Dragon Prince, who was clearly struggling against whatever invisible force was keeping him from moving. “What is this magic—?”
“Not magic,” said another unfamiliar male voice, this one with a slight Mexican accent. “Technology. Alien technology, specifically.”
Crafter looked over to see one of the other superheroes walking up to her, Dragon Prince, and Busker. He was a tall, Hispanic man wearing a gaudy green-and-white spandex costume that made Busker’s look modest. A long cape flowed down his back, while a strange metallic helmet with an even stranger glowing green gem was embedded in the front. The man pressed the tips of his fingers against his temples as if deep in thought.
“What’s up with the telekinesis, Doc?” Busker asked, who was also struggling against whatever invisible force that the mystery man was using on him. “We were just playing around.”
“It sure looked to me like you and Dragon Boy here were about to do a lot more than just play around,” said the man, shooting both Dragon Prince and Busker annoyed looks. He shook his head. “This is why kids shouldn’t be superheroes, I swear.”
Crafter did not know who this guy was, but she appreciated his rather down-to-earth attitude nonetheless. “Busker called you Doc. Is that short for doctor? Are you actually a medical doctor or something?”
The man cringed. “Er, not really. It’s just my superhero name. Doctor Mind, although my real name is Roger Manuel.”
Crafter raised an eyebrow. “Doctor Mind? Sounds kind of cheesy.”
“It’s actually really cool,” Doctor Mind retorted. “What’s your superhero name, anyway?”
“Crafter,” Crafter replied, “though I usually go by Ashley Jason.”
Doctor Mind cringed again and muttered something under his breath that sounded an awful lot like, “Wow, that is cooler than my name,” but then a sharp, authoritative female voice said, “Would you all stop playing around? We have a serious meeting to start and we can’t do it while you costumed freaks are messing with each other.”
Crafter peered around Doctor Mind to see who had spoken.
A woman stood on the right side of the desk. She wore an identical costume to Mr. Space’s, with long dark hair and pale skin. She looked infinitely more serious than Mr. Space, however, reminding Crafter of her Combat teacher, Sea Sister.
“You’re right, Captain,” said Doctor Mind. He glared at Busker and Dragon Prince. “These kids should stop acting up.”
“Don’t think you’re exempt, Doctor,” said the woman who Doctor Mind had called ‘Captain’ sharply. “I saw you argue with Crafter about her superhero name. Let go of Busker and Dragon Prince so we can get to business.”
Doctor Mind cringed again, but lowered his hands. As soon as he did, both Barret and Busker fell off the walls and landed on the floor. Crafter immediately rushed over to Dragon Prince and knelt beside him as he pushed himself up and shook his head.
“You okay, Barrett?” asked Crafter, putting a hand on Dragon Prince’s big back.
Dragon Prince rubbed his face. “Yes. It wasn’t a long fall, although I suspect that Doctor Mind deliberately dropped us to make some sort of point.”
Crafter pursed her lips and looked at Doctor Mind, who had retreated closer to the desk, where he stood with his arms folded in front of his chest. He was talking with a green-and-yellow superhero with an odd visor on his head, while another caped superhero—this one in red-and-blue spandex with the letters ‘TS’ on his chest—leaned against one of the bookshelves, listening to their conversation. Crafter didn’t know who those two were, but noticed how they kept glancing at her like they recognized her.
The sound of a guitar riff caused Crafter’s gaze to snap back to Busker. The rock star superhero winked at Crafter before walking over to the others, softly strumming his guitar the whole time. Although Crafter decided that she didn’t like Busker much, she had to admit that he was pretty good with his guitar.
After helping Dragon Prince to his feet, the two of them walked over to the desk where the meeting was apparently taking place. They stood a little apart from the other superheroes, however, closer to Mr. Space than to the other supers. Dragon Prince even placed himself between Crafter and Busker, which Crafter appreciated, as she didn’t relish getting very close to Busker, either.
“All right,” said the woman, looking around at the assembled group. “Looks like everyone is here, so—”
“Wait, where’s Tojas?” asked Mr. Space, glancing at the empty wooden chair behind the desk. “Isn’t he supposed to be here, too?”
The woman scowled. “Tojas is probably goofing around as usual. I think we can start the meeting without—”
The door to the room suddenly swung open, drawing the attention of every person in the room toward the exit. Then the very last person in the world who Crafter wanted to see stepped through the doorway:
Prince Karos Malock, the man who had murdered Sea Dog and the rest of the crew of the Yukon.






  
  CHAPTER FIVE


Prince Karos, admittedly, did look a little different from the last time Crafter had seen him. He was taller, for one, and had longer, darker hair. His skin was a good deal more tan, too, and his eyes were blue rather than green. 
But Crafter would easily recognize Prince Karos’ arrogant face anywhere. She did not know how or when he boarded the ship, but Crafter was not going to let him kill more innocent people.
So Crafter summoned her hammers and rushed toward him, with Dragon Prince running by her side, his hands shifting into dragon claws once more. She kept her eyes on Karos, not wanting to allow him to slip away like a rat.
Karos, however, looked surprised at Crafter and Dragon Prince’s assault. He just stood there for a moment, his eyes wide with surprise, but he didn’t move.
That probably should have alarmed Crafter, but she ignored her instincts. If Karos was too surprised to react, then that would just make it easier for her and Dragon Prince to take him out.
With a yell, Crafter brought her hammers down on Karos’ head, while Barret slashed at Karos’ abdomen with his claws. With a two-pronged attack like that, Crafter was certain that at least one of their blows would hit.
But in the next instant, Crafter’s hammers clanged against a sword that seemed to come out of nowhere, blocking her hammers mere inches from Karos’ face. At the same time, she heard another clanging noise and glanced down to see a second sword blocking Dragon Prince’s dragon claws.
“What’s all this?” said Karos, whose voice sounded slightly deeper than it had over the holo-call. “Who are you and why are you attacking me?”
Crafter looked at Karos. The prince had somehow drawn identical twin blades mere moments before either Crafter or Dragon Prince’s blows landed. Crafter did not know where Karos had gotten the swords from, though she assumed they must have been hidden under his long gray boat cloak.
Even stranger, Karos did not seem to really be struggling against them. He looked more confused than anything, looking from Crafter to Dragon Prince with puzzled eyes.
“Don’t play dumb with us, Karos,” Crafter said, pushing against Karos’ sword. “You know who we are. I don’t know how you got here, but if you were planning to finish the job you started in our universe, then—”
Both of Karos’ swords suddenly flashed a brilliant white color and some kind of force slammed into Crafter and sent her flying. She crashed into the floor hard, followed a second later by Dragon Prince, who landed on the carpeted floor hard enough for an audible crack to fill the air.
Although neither the blast nor the impact really hurt her, Crafter did spit out some rough-tasting carpet from her mouth. She looked up in time to see Karos walking toward them, glowing swords in hand, which reflected off his blue eyes in a rather scary way.
“Did you call me Karos?” said Karos, his voice full of wrath. “How dare you compare me to that … that monster! Never have I ever been so offended by anything in my life.”
Crafter grimaced. “But … you look just like him.”
“That, my dear, is because that isn’t Karos,” said Mr. Space behind Crafter, causing her to look over her shoulder at him. He did an exaggerated bow and waved a hand at the Karos lookalike. “That is his identical twin brother, Prince Tojas Malock, son of the All-King, and rightful heir to the All-Throne.”
The Karos lookalike stopped and shot Mr. Space a glare. “You know these two, Space?”
“Sort of,” said Mr. Space. He gestured at Crafter and Dragon Prince. “They were victims of your brother’s most recent attack in Universe 52916. Your brother tried to kill them.”
Suddenly, all of the anger and hate in Tojas’ face softened when Mr. Space said that. He looked down at Crafter and Dragon Prince with clear sympathy in his eyes. “Oh. Now I see why you attacked me. You hate Karos, too.”
With that, Tojas sheathed his sword and suddenly got on his hands and knees in front of Crafter and Dragon Prince. “Please forgive me for attacking you! I did not know that you had been harmed by my brother. I can’t imagine the stress you two must be suffering from at the moment.”
Crafter blinked. This situation was not going the way she had expected. “Um, thanks, er, Tojas, but we’re the ones who should be apologizing.”
Dragon Prince nodded. “True. We didn’t realize that you were Karos’ brother. In fact, we didn’t even know that Karos had a brother at all, much less an identical twin.”
Tojas raised his head to look at Crafter and Dragon Prince, a grim smile on his face. “Yes, Karos is usually keen on not mentioning me to others, mostly because he is jealous of me. But please, accept my apologies anyway. I can’t move on until you do.”
Crafter raised an eyebrow, but shrugged. “All right. We accept your apology. No hard feelings.”
A relieved expression appeared on Tojas’ face when Ashely said that. The prince rose to his feet and held a hand out toward Crafter. “Thank you. Let me give you a hand, since you are down there because of my own foolish hastiness.”
Crafter took Tojas’ hand, which was strong but smooth, and let him raise her to her feet. Tojas then held a hand out to Dragon Prince, who took it with much less eagerness than Crafter did, and said, “Did I hurt either of you badly?”
“No, we’re fine,” said Dragon Prince, dusting off his costume. “Just slightly dazed is all.”
“And still very confused, too,” Crafter added. She looked around at everyone in the room. “We still don’t know who you guys all are or what the heck is even going on here. We’ve heard bits and pieces, but not the whole thing.”
Busker, who was sitting on a rather ornate-looking wooden chair, gave Crafter the thumbs up. “I felt the same way when I first got here, Ash, so I feel ya. Although I still don’t really understand it myself.”
“I can answer whatever questions you may have,” said the woman. She held out a hand toward Crafter. “Captain Helena Galaxy, Captain of the Adventure and member of the IEA.”
Crafter took Captain Galaxy’s hand and shook it, surprised by how firm her grip was, despite Captain Galaxy being the shortest person in the room by far. “Space mentioned you to us earlier. Pleasure to meet you.”
Captain Galaxy took her hand away from Crafter. “Same.”
Crafter thought that Captain Galaxy seemed a bit short for some reason. Maybe she just wasn’t as friendly as Mr. Space, although Crafter was under the impression that Captain Galaxy was bothered by something else.
And I think that ‘reason’ might be standing in the room with us right now, Crafter thought.
Tojas had taken his seat behind the desk, sitting in the chair as if it had been made for him. He sat upright, fingertips touching, a serious look on his face. Captain Galaxy was clearly looking at Tojas in annoyance, perhaps because of his lateness.
“So,” said Tojas, looking around, “I apologize for being late to the meeting. Jenur had something she wanted to talk with me about and—”
“Wait,” Crafter interrupted, “you were late to your own meeting?”
Tojas gave Crafter an apologetic look. “It sounds really bad when you put it that way, but yes.”
“Which is far from unusual around these parts,” Captain Galaxy muttered.
Tojas shot Captain Galaxy an annoyed look, which confirmed Crafter’s suspicions about Captain Galaxy having some sort of conflict with Tojas. It appeared to be a simple personality conflict, however, so Crafter didn’t give it much thought.
Mr. Space, apparently trying to defuse the tension, patted Captain Galaxy on the shoulder and said, “Well, everyone is here now, so we can start the meeting, right?”
Captain Galaxy shrugged off Mr. Space’s hand, but nodded tersely. “Yeah. I was going to ask you about Crafter and Dragon Prince, but I can see that they’re both alive and well.”
“Yeah,” said Crafter, putting her hands on her hips. “But more importantly, we still don’t know what is going on here. I thought you were going to answer our questions.”
Captain Galaxy grimaced and rubbed her forehead. “Where to begin?”
“With the death of the All-King, naturally,” said Tojas grimly. “That’s where all this began. If not for my father’s death, none of this suffering and death would have happened.”
Crafter looked at Tojas and tilted her head to the side. “So you’re actually a prince? A real prince, like royalty?”
“Aye,” said Tojas with a nod. He tapped his fingertips together. “My brother and I are indeed royalty. We hail from the land of Telos.”
“Telos?” Dragon Prince questioned. “What is Telos?”
Tojas shook his head. “Apologies. I keep forgetting that you two are new to dimensional travel. Telos is the universe from which my brother and I hail. We were born and raised in the Telosian Royal Family and were tutored by some of the greatest minds in the multiverse in our youth.”
“In the multiverse?” Crafter asked in a dumbfounded voice. “Do your people have dimension-traveling powers already?”
Tojas nodded. “Oh, yes. The Telosians perfected dimension-hopping technology a long time ago. Only a handful of us can actually hop, or cross as we call it, naturally. The rest of us need access to advanced technology that is basically magic, at least from your less enlightened point of view.”
Dragon Prince scowled. “Less enlightened? You remind me of my father with that language.”
Tojas raised a hand weakly. “Apologies. I didn’t mean to insult you. It’s just that I struggle to find the appropriate words to describe your technological level in your universe, which is positively primitive compared to what I grew up with. Even your own dimension-hopping technology pales in comparison to ours.”
Crafter wanted to be offended, but Tojas seemed sincere in his apology and his description of the tech level of his native universe, so she just folded her arms in front of her chest and said, “Fair enough. Continue. We’re listening.”
Tojas tapped his fingers against
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