
      Every Letter I Ever Wrote You


      
      
      
         
         Worlds Apart, Hearts Broken in Two

      
      

      

      
      
         To LiGhT spiNER



THaNK you so mucH FoR THE buildiNG blocKs.



FRom CasTaspElla








To Light Spinner,



Today we we went to a big library in Bright Moon. They use paper books here which is really wierd, but I think you would probably like it. Micah got in trouble with the librarian for talking! Also it had a shop which is where I brought you this postcard. The picture is of the Moonstone which we are going to see tomorrow!



I’m going to ask Mom if you can come with us next time we go on holliday. Its weird not having you around.



Your best friend,

Castaspella








Dear Light Spinner,



You are cordially invited to Castaspella’s 12th Birthday Party Sleepover on the 9th March.



It’s just the two of us and some movies! Mom says we can stay up as late as we want because it’s not a school night.



See you there,

Casta








Ariel’s totally checking you out.








Don’t be like that, Munroe’s not gonna spot us passing notes.








Pay attention to me








Dear Light Spinner,



You’re not going to see this, but I’m bored and stuck in detention so I’m just gonna write you a letter so it looks like I’m busy. Can you believe Munroe gave me detention? He’s literally famous for being lax about note-passing. Ugh.



Sorry I got you in trouble too, though.



For what it’s worth, I think you should ask Ariel out. She’s probably gonna say yes, and you need a break from all that work you’ve been doing. School isn’t everything, Light, remember? Your mom told us that.



Besides, you could probably get that scholarship even if you did no work for the rest of the year. You’re scary smart. Go have fun!








Dear Light Spinner,



CONGRATULATIONS! I’m so proud of you! You had it in the bag, obviously, but it’s so cool that you get to study under Gladwell herself! You’re gonna be such a good sorcerer. Just don’t forget us little people when you’ve made it, alright?



I’m going to visit you as often as I can when you’re in Mystacor, and I’ll write you all the time when I can’t. You’re not getting rid of me that easily!



Yours,

Casta








Light Spinner,



How’s that huge new room treating you?



Seriously, though, hope you’ve had a fantastic week. Micah mentioned running into you in his letter, the dork. You know he still writes home every week? It’s disgusting.



Everything here has been pretty much the same as always. School sucks, homework sucks, magic club stopped early because someone lost control again. It’s a lot less fun without you around, though.



It’s Micah’s birthday next week so we’ll be in Mystacor to visit. I’ll come say hi!



Yours,

Casta








Light Spinner,



I’ve wanted to write you for weeks but literally nothing has happened here. Ugh. Your letters are literally the highlight of my week, because they mean I can live vicariously through you. And the fact that the highlight of my week is reading about your research says a lot.



Figured I could at least keep you up to date on school gossip, though. Figgis is retiring at the end of the year, which is probably for the best, but they were doing, like, interview lessons for his replacement? Weird, I know, but they did one with our class and I hope they pick her because she was amazing. I almost cared about what she was saying, which is an accomplishment I thought beyond history teachers. Also I’m 99% sure she owns a skateboard. She looks very much like the kind of person who owns a skateboard.



Oh, and I know you probably don’t want to hear this, but I’d rather not keep it from you: Ariel and Karliah started going out. If it’s any consolation, everyone still thinks Ariel was a bitch to you? I’m sorry you had to hear it in a letter, though, but I’m not gonna be about to tell you in person for a month or so.



Good luck with your project!

Casta








Sup nerd,



Guess who’s just been accepted to Mystacor Academy?



See you next week!








Dear Light Spinner,



Just to get it out of the way, I wanted to make one thing absolutely clear: archaeological digs are the worst. You are so lucky you missed out on this trip. My god.



We’re in the middle of goddamn nowhere (which from what I’ve seen is pretty much all there is to the Crimson Wastes), at the bottom of a ravine. My job? Cataloging coins. There are so many coins, and they’re all exactly the same. You’ve either got moon-imagery silver coins, or scorpion-imagery gold coins. And I have to write down the same details for every single one we find. I’ve given up taking measurements of each one: I just lay them over each other and see if they match the last one I cataloged (they always do), and then just copy the last report. Good news: I’m allowed to use magic, at last, so I don’t even need to use my hands. I’m considering taking up knitting to give me something to do, that’s how bored I am.



Still, I can’t complain. I asked for an assignment that wasn’t more book work, and that’s exactly what I got. The site’s pretty cool, too: we’re slowly uncovering what looks like an early First Ones temple? Like, really early: back when they were using stone for buildings. It’d be way more interesting if there was anything more than coins here.



Missing you,

Casta



P.S. One of the other students (Elfias? I’ve literally never met him before this trip) keeps hitting on me and it’s really awkward. How do I get him to stop?








Light,



I don’t even want to know how you knew that. You’re like a library genie. Princess Ishara is coming to pick it up tomorrow, and we’re all working overnight to excavate the whole thing. It’s huge! Nobody could believe that the Crimson Wastes even had a runestone, so this is super exciting. Gladwell’s going to be so impressed with you.








Dear Light Spinner,



Ha! Told you the Crimson Wastes were lame. Don’t tell Ishara I said that, though, ‘cos she’s big and scary and has actual claws.



I’m glad you’re having a better time there than I did, though. And just think: a whole celebratory feast, just for you! Your mom must be freaking out. Do try and enjoy it. This is a vacation, so you’re not allowed to do any research while you’re away, ok?



Yours,

Casta








Light Spinner,



I’ve been thinking about what you said last week. What if Gladwell is wrong? Look, photomancy is definitely more your thing than mine, but I can’t quite shake the feeling that there’s much more to darkness than just the absence of light. What if it could be manipulated, just like light? How could we confirm/refute that?



Casta








Light Spinner,



I believe I’ve made significant progress since we last spoke on the subject, and I wanted to see if you could replicate my results. Please find enclosed a copy of my research notes.



If you’re back in Mystacor by the weekend, I’m planning on ordering takeaway and watching a movie for my birthday. Wanna join?



Casta



P.S. Say hi to your mom for me!








Dear Light Spinner,



So Micah just married an immortal queen and I’m not even a little bit bitter about being single. I am a little bit drunk, though. There was an open bar. And you weren’t here so I didn’t have anyone to dance with, so I spent most of the night at said open bar because the alternative was embarrassing myself at karaoke and I wasn’t quite drunk enough for that.



You probably wouldn’t have had that much fun even if you weren’t ill, but I would have kept you company. And I’m pretty sure Angella would have let us sneak off into the library if you wanted to go somewhere quiet and read. Turns out she’s pretty chill. Way cooler than Micah.



I’m going to come back and fuss over you tomorrow, hangover or not. If you’re not resting up in bed when I get back, I’m gonna be disappointed.



Miss you,

Casta



P.S. Gladwell can’t sing. Never let her try.








Dear Light Spinner,



My thesis got accepted! Thank you so much for your help with it: I’d never have been able to make that connection to Hardwicke if it weren’t for your work with the Garnet. You & Ishara both get a lot of love in the acknowledgements, don’t you worry. And now we’re both going to be properly qualified, so we can work on a follow-up paper together!



Gladwell is very excited to see what you can do with umbraturgy, in particular, and I’m not all that surprised. Your photomancy skills are insane: everyone in Mystacor reckons you’re going to take this new field by storm. It’s honestly a bit uncomfortable having everyone comment on my thesis by saying how good you are going to get with the topic, but I’m mostly just excited to be creating such a buzz.



Hope Ishara is well!



Yours,

Casta








Dear Light Spinner,



Oh my god, you were amazing tonight! Youngest guest lecturer at the academy in two centuries, and you had all of us absolutely speechless with that final display. How have you already got the practical side down when we’re still developing the theoretical framework? You’re actually a photomancy genius. You’ve got to teach me asap.



Sorry I couldn’t stay for the afterparty. Micah called, said that he needed me in Bright Moon urgently. I’m literally writing this while on the road there, so sorry if the writing’s a bit shaky.



Hopefully you’ll get this before I’m back, or that’ll be weird to explain.



See you soon,

Casta








Dear Light Spinner,



Everyone in Bright Moon is raving about your research. Turns out our little obscure academic research? Hugely popular here! Micah’s been singing your praises (the dork) and the nobility have been getting me to do simple shadow-manipulation all week. I feel like one of those dropout sorcerers who does kids’ birthday parties, and everyone is always asking to see if I’ve had news from you about further discoveries. I mean, seriously? I know you’ve been pumping out papers, but I’m literally only here for two weeks.



I’ve been thinking about what you said about power the other week. You’re not wrong: Gladwell is definitely trying to hold you back, but I don’t think it’s malicious. You’re her star pupil! I think she’s just nervous. Umbraturgy is a whole new field of magical research, and she’s right to be a little wary about diving into something with so much potential for danger without some sort of safety net.



But that got me thinking about boundaries of knowledge. Elphias’ latest paper (I assume you’ve read it, because this is you we’re talking about, but if you haven’t go read it now!) was incredibly exciting, showing that the potential limit to energy transmission via Spinner Resonance is orders of magnitude above anything achievable in traditional photomancy, and if we don’t explore these high-energy spells then we’re cutting ourselves off from ever truly understanding magic fully. Let’s just take it one step at a time, though. At the very least, it’ll keep Gladwell happy.



Yours,

Casta








Dear Light Spinner,



I was at dinner the other night with Elphias and Jayne. Did you know they’ve started to call you Dark Spinner? Such a lame nickname. You could do way better. Dusk Spinner, maybe? Shadow sounds pretty cool, but the alliteration would grate after a while.



They agree with us about the power thing, by the way. I suggested the four of us work together on it sometime? We can take turns spotting for each other and try to stay safe.



Pass my love on to Ishara,

Casta








Get back to Mystacor. Urgent. Do not use umbraturgy.








Dear Light Spinner,



What were you thinking?! It’s one thing to campaign to try and repeal the ban, but another altogether to have a full-scale umbraturgy experiment running in your room. Gladwell told me it was “spitting dark lightning”, which frankly sounds like the single most frightening thing I have ever heard. You’ve got to take these things slowly, and safely. I don’t want you to end up in a hospital for months. It’s bad enough Jayne’s still stuck in one.



You were always such a stickler for the rules at school. This one is actually serious, Light. Gladwell told me this was the only chance she’s going to give you: next time, it’s not just temporary suspension you’ll be facing.



I’ll see you in a month. Say hi to your mom for me!



Yours,

Casta








Dear Light Spinner,



Is photomancy really so boring that you can’t bring yourself to study that for a while? You are not going to “literally die” just because you’re no longer pushing boundaries on a whole new field of magic. Photomancy might be an old field, but I’ve no doubt you can find something new there.



Alternatively, perhaps what umbraturgy needs is a more rigorous theoretical framework? Gladwell did only ban practical umbraturgy, after all. If you can find some some way to theoretically contain the decay, perhaps Gladwell will allow you to test it out. Make sure to run it past her, though.



I stopped by the hospital yesterday, checking up on Jayne. Good news: she’s awake! She’s definitely feeling weak, though, and I don’t blame her. Her arm doesn’t look like it’s healing up, but the doctors are saying that there’s no sign the decay is spreading. And she can move her fingers, which is definitely not something any of us expected.



Elphias and I are meeting for drinks on Sunday. You’re back by then, right? You’re welcome to join us, if you are.



Yours,

Casta








Dear Light Spinner,



Angella’s pregnant! Did you know immortals could get pregnant? I didn’t!



She dropped the news casually over dinner, tonight. It was just a few close friends and family, but she said it so calmly most of us thought we’d misheard her. Micah says next time he sees you, he’s going to ask you to be godmother, so I figured I’d give you a heads up on that one.



Anyway, I’ve ordered in some patterns so I can knit her some baby clothes. I can’t believe I’m going to be an aunt! This kid is going to be spoiled rotten, I’ll make sure of it.



Love,

Casta








Dear Light Spinner,



Some good news from Elphias: he thinks photomancy can be used to create a kind of barrier between skin and shadow. His proposal isn’t just to use light as a shield to push back the darkness, but to transform the darkness into light as it approaches the skin. I don’t think it’ll work at higher energy levels (can you imagine the heat given off by a photomancy spell with the energy of your dark lightning?) but it’s a good start. Of course, we’d need to secure Gladwell’s approval to test it, which might not be so easy.



I’m glad to hear that Bright Moon is treating you well. You needed a break! Hope Micah is giving you some breathing room, though. I don’t think he understands just how much umbraturgy meant to you.



Yours,

Casta








Oh my god what have you done? Gladwell just told me she found another dark lightning setup in the catacombs and there were notes with your handwriting. Please tell me that was someone else working off your last experiment’s notes. I’m literally shaking.








Dear Light Spinner,



You idiot. You absolute idiot.



Why? What part of “just study the theory till we know it’s safe” do you not understand? Umbraturgy is dangerous, Light, and it sounds like you’re pushing well beyond the limits that did Jayne serious harm.



I’m going to keep working on my own to find proof that we can work safely, and when we can I’m going to do my damnedest to get you back, but promise me that you’ll stay safe while you’re away from Mystacor. Please.



I’ll try to visit when I can. Pass on my love to Ishara, and for the love of god don’t do any umbraturgy. I don’t give a damn if she lets you near that Garnet, I don’t want to travel all the way out to the middle of goddamn nowhere to find that you’re in a coma.



Yours,

Casta








Dear Light Spinner,



Please write me as soon as you can. We could see the explosion in the Crimson Wastes from Mystacor. Are you okay? Please tell me you had nothing to do with that.



Casta
      

      
   
      Entrapped


      
      
      
         
         You Are Now Cooler by Virtue of Having Seen This Picture

      
      

      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      You Trust Me, Don't You?


      
      
      
         
         20 Feet Apart

      
         
         We Belong Here

      
         
         Just Give Me a Chance

      
      

      

      
      
         Compressive stresses and heat flows; differential equations pulling her through abstract vector spaces; all the flows of current and thaumaturgy and EM radiation weaving themselves together into cybernetic systems. They dance with her. They ask nothing of her except to be understood. They never give her awkward silences or judgemental look. They never betray her. And they – 



“Aha!” she cries, scribbling on whiteboard in four places at once. “Log day …. Five?” She pauses. “No, six. I have just realised I can double the power output of our primary offensive drones' weapons by building a resonant RF cavity around the primary coils where power losses are greatest. Of course, this would melt the coils, rendering the weapon inoperable before it could fire. Perhaps some sort of cooling system? Oh, wait!”



Another flash of inspiration drags her back to her work on modelling the knotty nonlinear network of Old Ones' tech hiding beneath the surface of Etheria. If she compares the frequency spectrum at the moment balance was restored – 



“Hey, Entrapta.”



She hadn't noticed Catra enter. Grinning, she leaps up, grabs an overhead conduit with her hair, and uses it to swing across her lab to land in front of her. “Catra! Hi!”



“I've got something for you,” Catra says, spinning something around on her finger.



It's a tiny marzipan rabbit! So Cute! And so detailed! And then it's gone.



“The kitchen staff are pleased to be able to work on something new,” says Catra.



“Ah!” Entrapta activates her recorder and holds it up to Catra. “What time is the small food made? I can get a delivery robot there just in time to pick it up.”



“You can work on that later,” says Catra, taking the strand of hair holding the recorder and gently moving it aside. “I want to know what you're working on.” She strides across the lab, leading Entrapta with her.



“Again?”



“Mhm,” said Catra, gazing over the machinery. “As the … effective leader of the Horde, I need to keep up with all the important goings-on.” She leans in to face Entrapta and runs her hand down her hair. “And you are very important.”



Entrapta stares at her. She's not sure what this feeling is, but it's nice. And soon it's joined by a much more familiar feeling: That of a problem waiting to be solved. Ah! She sidles out of Catra's grasp and leaps back to land in her chair. Her inertia carries it a few feet away from the desk.



She loves figuring out how to explain stuff to Catra. It was difficult at first, but then she started seeing it as something she could solve. Which words should she use? Which concepts does she need to explain and which can she take as given? And each time she tries, Catra gives her unambiguous feedback about whether she's succeeding or not (oh, how rare to have unambiguous feedback from people!) She's been finding lately that when she's not working on tech, she's been running through her mind new ways to explain things to Catra.



Spiderlegging forward with her hair, she goes back to her whiteboard. She's already decided to explain her work on the weapons, because she knows Catra likes to hear about weapons, and they're easier to work with. She plans the simplest causal chain which actually captures something of the process: Resonant cavity leads to power output leads to heating leads to the need for cooling. But how to explain resonance?



“Maybe we have a way to increase a weapons' power output!” she begins, drawing out a rectangle on the board.



They go through it step by step. Every so often, Catra interrupts with, “Wait, go back a moment,” or, “And what exactly does that does that mean?”



And in what feels like no time at all, Entrapta draws to a close, saying she hasn't figured out how to get a cooling system in there without weighing the whole thing down – oh, but maybe if she tries –



“I'm sure you'll solve it in no time,” says Catra, putting her tail on Entrapta's shoulder. “Good work.” She walks through the lab, looking around. Entrapta watches her, wondering what she's going to do. She doesn't seem to be leaving.



Catra stops by a huge piece of paper that covers the wall, filled with a tangle of arrows and differential equations. “And what's this?” she says.



“Oh, that's the same stuff as before! It's a map of every connection I can think in Etheria's system of Old Ones' tech! As you can see, the equations governing its behaviour are highly nonlinear! In fact I hypothesise these may simply be the low energy limit of a much more complicated set of behaviours and …” She catches herself. “I don't know how to control it yet,” she says. That's usually the point where Catra loses interest.



Except she doesn't. She peers at it and tilts her head. “Explain it to me,” she says. “Simply.”



“Really?” says Entrapta. That's unexpected. Has something changed, or is there something she hasn't accounted for yet?



“Yes.”



Her nerves buzz with excitement.



“Well?” says Catra.



Entrapta scrambles over. She's so excited that she starts off talking about the dozen tiny measurements discrepancies that led to her hypothesis, but Catra stops her. “Simply, remember?”



“Right, yes, of course!”



It's clear Catra finds it difficult, but with numerous questions, then begin to make progress.



Entrapta is halfway through pointing out the effects of a second-order derivative term when one of Catra's new trinkets beeps.



“Ooh, what's that?”



Catra growls. “It says I've got to go. Responsibilities.” Her tail flicks back and forth. She's clearly annoyed. (At Entrapta? For taking too long?) At the door, she says, “Maybe we can finish this next time.”



When she's gone, Entrapta rewinds her recorder and plays back the entire conversation, noting down every point Catra asked a question and in response to what.








At the end of the day, Catra flopped down on her bed. Her own bed. In a private room. It had taken her a while to realise what was missing. She couldn't smell Adora on it. She was left with nothing but the faint odour of oil and ozone that pervaded everything here.



And wasn't that a stupid thought to have?



Sitting on the side of the bed, Catra slammed the heel of her hand into her forehead repeatedly to punctuate the whispered word “Idiot!” She stood up and paced back and forth. She'd been too busy to think about it before, but now she was alone. And she knew from experience there was no way that thought was going to leave her alone. From there, it all went back to the choice, the blade slicing through the last remnants of web, watching her friend fall, turning and walking away.



She took a deep breath, trying to sweep the turmoil away by recounting her successes and thinking about how she would have killed to get a position like this. Ugh, killed. Really not the right word.



Realising she was on the edge of starting the same cycle of thoughts again, she turned and headed outside.








The mathematics is being coy. She can tell it's on the edge of giving up its secrets. Somewhere deep inside there, she can sense the truth hiding. Her conversation with Catra earlier gave her eighteen new ideas on how to unravel this thing. Seventeen none-starters, but maybe the number eighteen ... She's interrupted by a thought:



“Log, day six. Could I use the drone's wheels to pump the cooling fluid? But then they could only fire while moving. No, no, no. Perhaps an acoustic heat pump? Ah! Now that is interesting!”



“Hey, Entrapta. Still up?”



Entrapta drops her thought and spins around. She propels her chair over to Catra. “What?” she says.



“It's past midnight,” says Catra, coming over to meet her.



Entrapta checks the clock on her desk. “Oh! I hadn't noticed.” She swings back round to face Catra. “You don't normally visit at this time … do you?”



Catra shrugs. “We never finished our talk.” Her tail coils round some of Entrapta's hair, and with this connection, she leads her over to the wall chart. “We were at complex numbers, weren't we?”



Entrapta's voice escapes her control as she leaps into her explanation. “Ah, ye~es! Now see this section? This governs … ”



And her didactic technique is improving! Catra asks less questions, needs her to repeat less often. She tried out her hypotheses on the fly and observes Catra's reactions. And at last, she comes to the end of her surface level explanation, finishing with, “I still don't know where to go from here. It's not data. I have plenty of data! It's understanding. And if I did, I can't guarantee we'd ever be able to control it.”



Catra's tail is resting on her shoulders, brushing against the back of her neck on its journey from left to right. She hadn't noticed it there before.



“Well!” she says. “That's all I have. Maybe I'll know more tomorrow! Goodnight, Catra.”



Catra nods. She nods and she doesn't leave. Instead, there's a silence. She looks at the door and then Entrapta again. “Uh,” she says.



And suddenly anxiety is tightening cold tendrils around Entrapta's neck and chest. She knows the silent moment. Past experience tells her this is the result of saying something wrong, of transgressing some social boundary no one had told her about. Upsetting someone is something she learned to tune out after it had happened a few times, but she doesn't want to upset Catra.



“I ...” Catra looks at the door again. “I have to … look after morale.”



That's something Entrapta wasn't expecting. But it's not clear how she ought to respond. “Okay?” she says, hoping for another cue.



“Yeah. Shadow Weaver never did. But I'm doing things different,” Catra says. She's hesitating less now. “Are you happy here, with me?”



“Of course!” says Entrapta. She gestures in four directions at once. “Look at all this! I never thought I would get a chance to work on problems like these! And have someone listen!” 



A smile spreads across Catra's face, and Entrapta smiles back. She's on solid ground here. A smile is usually a good sign.



“I'm looking out for you,” Catra says, taking up a strand of hair and combing it with her claws. “You trust me, don't you?”



“Yes!” says Entrapta. And she realises she does. That momentary unjustified anxiety proved it. Talking to Catra, she doesn't have to feel like she's walking on eggshells, just waiting to blunder. Talking to Catra makes her feel safe. Unlike her last interaction with the princesses, which …



But that thought hurts, so she drops it.



“Good,” Catra says. “You should.” At the door, she pauses and looks back. “Goodnight, Entrapta.”








That was smart, Catra told herself as she strode down the corridor. There was no one about; the night shift guards were a long way away. She broke into a leap and bounded down the corridor, laughing. You keep your important assets safe and happy. Make life good so they don't want to leave. And now she was in Adora's position: The one who was looked up to, not the one who was looked after.



Morale visits, yes. Everyone would like that.



In her room, she leapt, performed a midair pirouette and landed on her back. After bathing in the euphoria of success, she at last gave in to the dreary, inelegant necessities of reality, and got up to lock the door and get undressed.



In bed again, her mood had dampened. The bed was cold and empty. An unwanted image of the sword cutting through web borne on a swell of guilt assaulted her.



This time, she found a way to stand her ground. She thought about the conversation she'd just had with Entrapta. Entrapta's face, body language, even her hair, communicated in a way that was immediate and utterly guileless.



You trust me, don't you?



And Entrapta had said yes.



And in that moment, Catra decided she wouldn't betray that trust. Not like Adora had done. “No,” she whispered, so softly her voice was barely more than a purring susurration. “I won't do that. I promise to be worthy of your trust.”








Days pass. She designs a new acoustic heat pump, a new rocket, a new set of communications protocols. She works on, negotiates with, inveigles the mathematics. She plans out, studies, and hones her didactic technique. She teaches Emily to pay catch without destroying nearby infrastructure (thus resolving a source of tension between Scorpia and the lead maintenance teams).



And afternoon and evening she talks to to her friend.



“Log day E … leven? Yes, eleven. Catra's visits have increased in both duration and frequency. Over the past five days the amount of time we have spent talking has increased by a factor 2.4 compared to the five days before that. No doubt this signifies something. Some change has taken place. But what?” She pauses and leans back inside the hole of a robot to inspect its innards. Other improvements have already taken up a lot of space. “I may need to make some adjustments to the transmission,” she tells her recorder, then pauses, scratching her chin with a strand of hair. “Despite the increased time talking, I've seen no evidence my productivity had diminished. On the contrary, I suspect it has improved. Could this correlate with a subjective improvement in mood? It's hard to say without hard data, but it is certainly a hypothesis.”








In her office, Catra leant back in her chair with her feet resting on the desk. She stretched, long and languid, then resumed listening to the recordings.



First, there was Scorpia, talking to some cadet about how difficult it was to get a dress fitted, especially in the Fright Zone.



Entrapta's overheard logs made for more difficult listening. Until: “Could this correlate with a subjective improvement in mood? It's hard to say without hard data, but it is certainly a hypothesis.”



She paused the recording with a sharp gesture. Her tail went limp. For a few seconds, she stared into the speaker grille as if it would give her the answer she wanted.








Entrapta is fixing Emily's catch behaviours when the strap on her wrist buzzes.



“Hi, Catra!” she says brightly, at the same moment that Catra greets her. She pulls her head out of the robot shell and smiles at Catra.



“I'm getting predictable, am I?” says Catra.



“Predictability is good!” Entrapta ensures her. “Predicting something is the first step to understanding it!”



“If you say so,” says Catra after a moment. “So … you've noticed I've been visiting you more. The time we've spent talking has increased by …” She checks a slip of paper in her hand. “a factor of 2.4.”



“Yes!”



“You're probably wondering how I know that.”



“No, I'm not. You've got a listening device there.” She points with her arm and hair, two lines to pick out a point in three dimensions.



Catra stares at her, then at the patch of wall where the bug is hidden.



“I took it apart when I found it, but I made sure I put it back together again and that it was working,” Entrapta assures her.



“Wait, wait,” says Catra. “You knew I could hear you all this time?”



“Yes!”



“And you still make logs talking about me?”



“Yes!”



Catra's eyes are wide. It's another silent moment. A whisper of anxiety claws at Entrapta, but this time she sweeps it away to see what happens. And she's right, it's not a problem:



A smile spreads across Catra's face. “That's what I like about you,” she says, putting her hands on Entrapta's shoulders. “No pretence. Everything you've got is right here.” She steps back and gestures at Entrapta from hair to boots. And then she's back in close, coiling a strand of hair around her index finger. “I get you,” she says.



And for once, Entrapta's not sure what to say. No one has ever said they get her before, not in that sort of way. How does one respond to that?



So instead she takes Catra's hand and all but drags her over to Emily. “Now look at this!”



They sit, shoulders pressed together, talking about control systems. And then at some point she realises she's not explaining her theories any more, she's just talking about what she likes about affectionate robots and about her favourite size of foods and about how Catra likes to  trick her opponents in a fight. They reactivate Emily and play for a while. Then they go back to the drone design.



“And then pressure waves in the air –” Entrapta is interrupted by a yawn. “Oh,” she says as she realises it, “I'm really tired.” Her line of thought dissolves into staticky fuzz. she slumps back into her chair and her hair goes limp.something



“Is this how you always go to bed?” Catra says, leading Entrapta across the lab to an untidy mass of blankets in the corner.



“Usually with Emily helping instead of you,” Entrapta murmurs. She lets her head fall against Catra's shoulder. They linger like that for a moment, then Entrapta finds herself in bed, with Catra heading out of the lab.








The bed was still empty, still cold. The very absence of Adora seemed to have imbued it with memories of her.








“Log day sixteen. The Old Ones' system remains impenetrable. I have discovered some principles which seem to hold in all circumstances, but there's no theoretical structure to put them in … It's almost like trying to socialise with princesses.” Now there's something she wouldn't have told the recorder before. There was nothing objective in that statement. She rewinds and deletes it.



She takes a cake from the dray, drops it into her hand, and rolls it back and forth between her thumb and index finger. “Have I misread the signals? Have I taken a wrong tuning several theories back and not noticed?” The cake is delicious, but offers no hints. She spins round on her chair slowly. Emily, now able to recognise these moments of despondency, skitters over and presses against her leg. She leans into the robot and rubs her fingers over the polished aluminium.



The band on her wrist buzzes.



“Hey, Entrapta.”



“Catra! Hi!”



Emily retreats into the corner and settles down; the conditions to engage her comforting routine are no longer present.



“So, uh, what are you … working on?” Catra pauses, then examines the model and the chaotic tangle of arrows on the wall diagram. “The Old Ones thing again?”



“Yes! But this problem is proving difficult even by the standards of Old Ones' tech,” says Entrapta. “I don't have any updates.”



“Oh, well, uh.” Catra looks back at her, gives her a smile after a second, and shrugs. She paces back and forth a bit. She's hesitating more often than usual, Entrapta notices. Why is that? Has something else changed? “The thing is,” Catra begins again, stopping, but the doesn't go on.



Entrapta decides to try something. Catra isn't as close as she normally gets, but she's close enough for Entrapta's hair to loop around her upper arm. “What's wrong?”



Catra winces at the touch, but only for a moment. She takes a deep breath. Her spine seems to straighten. “I'm going to sleep with you tonight,” she announces.



“Okay!” says Entrapta.



Catra stares at her. She opens her mouth to speak twice, but all that comes out is a sort of choked chip. “I-I meant I'm going to, uh, sleep in the lab tonight. At the foot of your bed.”



“That's what I thought you meant,” Entrapta says. “There's definitely enough space. Twenty square feet should be enough for both of us.”



“Oh.”



“Wait. What did you think I thought you meant?”



“It … it doesn't matter,” says Catra. “Don't worry about it.”



Something inside Entrapta flares. “Don't 'it doesn't matter' at me!” she shouts, leaning in towards Catra so their faces are inches apart.



Where in the world did that come from? Streams of liquid fire run up from deep inside her to her tense fingers and frizzed hair. Surprise at her own reaction is followed by the icy realisation that she's said something like that to Catra of all people. Both serve to dampen her reaction.



And Catra is standing there, not retreating, not wincing (going by a recent conversation she's had people yell far worse things in her face before), but still taken aback.



“People always say that,” says Entrapta, pulling back and turning away. “When I don't …”



And she trails off when she feels Catra's arms around her. “Okay, okay, I'm sorry,” purrs Catra. “I won't do it again.”



Entrapta swallows and leans back. She can feel the residual tension draining out of her.



“Now, how about you show me more about how you taught Emily to recognise vital systems and not target them.”








Catra woke with a tiny yelp. Her fluffed up tail snaked across the blanket in front of her. Dim red light from somewhere behind her cast her own body into a landscape of surreal shadows. For a moment memories of dreams and reality intertwined, and she could almost feel the weight of the sword in her hand. The tears running across the bridge of her nose and the side of her face were real though.



She could smell the presence of someone else, feel the warmth, the tiny motions of the blankets. Adora, she thought briefly, but the smell told her otherwise. And then she remembered helping a suddenly tired Entrapta across her lab. They were both curled up on opposite corners of the pile of sheets. The hum and the faint red light coming from the corner was Emily.



She lay there for a while, listening to Entrapta breath, feeling caught in some ambivalent blend of the familiar and the strange. Perhaps an hour passed. She didn't fall asleep.



“Entrapta?”



The response came after a train of quiet snuffles. “ … make it cuter. And add lasers …”



“Entrapta?”



Entrapta shifted, stretched, and nearly kicked Catra in the head. “Yeah?” Emily's light outlined the slope of her hip. It could've been kilometres away, an unreachable geographic feature of some alien world.



Catra bit her lip softly. “We're friends, right?”



“Yes!” A bit of blanket beneath Catra's leg revealed itself as some of Entrapta's hair.



“Good,” said Catra. She took another deep breath, let the question die on her tongue, then tried again: “Am I a good person?”



“Why are you asking?” said Entrapta.



Catra pressed the heels of her hands against her forehead. Coming here was obviously a mistake. She should've just stayed in her private room and fought through the pain.



“Catra?”



“I feel guilty,” said Catra. The words came out without her expecting them to, feeling like as much an admission to herself as they were to Entrapta. “I don't know know why. I have nothing to feel guilty about. She's the enemy! She made that choice. But … ugh! … I don't know.”



“Oh,” said Entrapta.



For a while, all Catra could hear was the counterpoint of their breathing, Emily's faint hum, and the distant, almost inaudibly infrasonic blended growl of machinery that pervaded every building in the Fright Zone.



Entrapta's hair looped around Catra's hand. “Well, I like you,” she said.







Catra dreamed again. This time, not of swords or hidden underground caverns but of home. Of the moment she had seen that tiny crack in Entrapta's blithe attitude and worked her claws in to dig out the pain beneath. She woke again, followed by a single sentence.



They left you and they're not coming back.



The fact of the matter had been irrelevant to her at the time. But thinking about it now, that didn't seem like the whole truth. Given what Entrapta had told her about the moment of separation, it was possible that no one had come back before her because they thought she was dead.



But if Catra told her that, she'd lose her.



The Horde would lose her, which was much worse. Entrapta was an asset, the sort of asset that might mean the difference between victory and defeat.



On the other hand, how could she not tell her?








The mathematics are opening up. Hidden connections start to reveal themselves and weave together into a hidden foundation of beauty beneath the ugly masses of variables. She squeals with glee, she leaps around the room, she plays with Emily. Running on an intellectual high, she completes a redesign of the Zone's communications protocols in a break. She tears down her old wall chart and makes a new one, several layers of abstraction deep but far clearer.



She's going to have so much fun explaining this to Catra.



And this thought makes her realise it's been two days since she's seen Catra. Catra hasn't visited since sleeping in the lab.



Her hair flops down towards the ground. She's becalmed.



She hold up her recorder. “Log, day …” She looks around the lab in a desultory fashion, then shrugs. “She's stopped visiting. Did I say something wrong?” She looks around at the patch of wall behind which the listening device is hiding.



After an hour of fighting with the mathematics, she finds that even though she's making progress, it comes slow and painful. After sitting in silence, starting at her new wall chart, she sends her chair rolling across the floor to the whiteboard. She activates her recorder.



“Okay, Catra,” she says into the recorder, scribbling symbols across the whiteboard. “Look what happens if we assume that this matrix here is a product of two others, like this …”








“And then look what happens! The resonance pattern I told you about last tie appears! Aha! Isn't that great!?”



Catra stabbed the button in front of her to stop the recording. To replace it, a tiny thrumming growl arose in the back of her throat.



There was a knock at the door of her office, and before she could answer, the door opened wide enough for Scorpia's head poke through.



“There you are!”



“What is it?” said Catra.



“It's the time you usually give the top cadets their feedback.”



Catra turned to look at her. “I'm sure you can manage,” she said.



Scorpia put her claw to her chest, her eyes suddenly glistening. “You trust me to do that? Oh, wow!”



“Yeah, just try not to pick any of them up without their permission and you'll be fine!”



“Yes, ma'am!” said Scorpia, saluting. She vanished back into the hallway, leaving the door open in her excitement.



Catra pushed it closed with her tail, leant back in her chair, rewound the recording, and began to play it again.








She's discovered a problem. The solution she thought she had, the one that looked like it was going to tie everything up in a nice little know, in unravelling. One of the last few moves to try and make the whole thing consistent has suddenly swamped her in free variables, numbers with inexplicable, arbitrary values that don't let her control anything at all. More of them, according to her best guess, than there are atoms in the universe.



But she was so close! It almost feels like the mathematics has betrayed her.



Maybe she should drop this and work on something easier for a while, like building an upgrade to her acoustic cooling system. She bites her knuckle, staring at the tangle of equations.



“Hey, Entrapta.”



Catra! As soon as she's heard the voice, she's running across the lab to the door. “How are you? Where have you been? (I saw you in your office.) Are you okay? You look okay!”



Smiling, Catra holds up her palms. “Whoa, whoa. Take it down a gear for a second, okay?” When Entrapta tries to follow this as best she can, Catra rewards her by stroking her hair. “I'm sorry I didn't talk to you earlier. I've been busy. And … I had some things to think about.”



“Like what?”



Catra seems suddenly interested in the wall. She takes a deep breath. “You,” she says.



Entrapta isn't sure what to make of this.



“Anyway,” Catra says. “There's something important I should tell you.”



“Ooh, what?”



And Catra looks into Entrapta's eyes. They hold the gaze … how long? It's hard to say. Longer than Entrapta was expecting. She waits, half entranced by that heterochromic iridescence – what complex optics go into such structures?



Catra steps back and, after a moment, smiles broadly. “I … really think you belong with us. And I'm glad you came. Now … show me what you were working on?”



Entrapta's hair fluffs up. She takes Catra's hand and leads her across the lab. “Oh! Yeah! Come and look at these new assault bot models! Even more powerful, without all the overheating!” Catra glances at the wall chart on the way, but Entrapta leads her past it.



After all her efforts, after the early signs of success, the mathematics of the Old Ones' tech has remained refused to let her in. But that doesn't bother her. She belongs here. With Catra.
      

      
   
      "Fuck Adora!"


      
      
      
         
         Fuck Adora!

      
      

      

      
      
         "Oh my god!" cried Catra, trying and failing to breathe through her nose. "The objectives are so simple! All they have to keep track of is two, and to get the job done in under ten minutes!" She paused, feeling a pretty hard sneeze coming on.



"Uhhh, Catra...?" asked Scorpia. She didn't like to bother her superior, despite doing exactly that on a daily basis, but she couldn't ignore the redness in Catra's eyes or the stuffiness of her nose for long.



"What?" Catra swiveled in her chair—the fancy chair she had gotten to enjoy all to herself since she took Shadow Weaver's position. "It's not hard or anything. Ten friggin' minutes or less is all I ask for, and what do I get? A bunch of...!" Another sneeze, another blowout, another spent tissue.



Scorpia fiddled with her claws the way normal-handed people fiddled with their thumbs when they got nervous. "You sure you're not sick, though?"



Catra stared at the monitor, at the cadets in training who were partly responsible for her discontent. "I don't get sick."



And it was sort of true: Catra hadn't fallen ill in several years now. As a matter of fact, since Scorpia thought about it, she never saw her best buddy get sick with anything.



"But you've been like that since this morning," said Scorpia. "It's kinda... y'know..." She wanted to finish that sentence, but a good look at Catra's scowling face discouraged her.



It was hard, being both a force captain and taking orders from Catra. To be perfectly fair, Shadow Weaver was far from a saint; in fact she was one of the most unpleasant people Scorpia ever encountered. The rumors of abuse and general evilness were pretty much all true. The youngest cadets, young as they were, barely got to know Shadow Weaver when she was Hordak's second-in-command, but Scorpia knew what was up.



With that said, though, Catra wasn't exactly a picnic in cat-person form either.



Scorpia grew a worrisome look on her face as she watched Catra hold down the button for her microphone and berate the trainees over the intercom system. "Do all that again!" she yelled in a slightly nasally tone.



Of the five cadets on the training course, at least four of them groaned quite audibly.



"You're not leaving until you can complete all the objectives—" suppressing a nostril clog— "within the time limit!"



Everyone reset their suits and got back into position. Scorpia hesitated, but then leaned forward and turned on her own microphone for a moment. "Keep it up, guys. You're doing great, I swear."



Catra gave her a rather non-enthused look. "Please don't encourage them."



"What am I supposed to do? I was like that not too long ago." Scorpia thought about it a bit. "Just, like, smaller physically."



"Whatever. What time is it? Gettin' kinda tired here." Catra snorted really hard, making far more noise with her clogged nose than even Scorpia's infamous midnight snores.



"Almost three... in the afternoon."



"Oh."



Scorpia made a motion with her claws. "You need medicine or something? I wonder if Entrapta could make like a medicine robot." A pause. "How come we don't have little doctor robots yet? Like with tiny—"



"Oh my god, shut up!" At that exact moment a figurative stick of dynamite exploded in Catra's nose, getting mucus all over her mouth and suit. "Uuuuuuuuugh!"



"You're sick," said Scorpia both tenderly and bluntly. Somehow.



"Okay, yeah, whatever, I might have a cold." She wiped herself down with one of the few spare tissues left and got out of her fancy swivel-chair. "I'm gonna take a nap for a bit or whatever. You take care of the..."



"Exercises?"



"Yeah, sure, whatever. Ugh."








It was definitely a cold—at least at first. The first couple days of Catra's sickness were at times highly amusing and at other times incredibly frustrating, and Scorpia was there for nearly every minute of it. The cadets needed someone to discipline them, and Catra was not in the right physical state to be doing that. Like, usually she was hardly in the right mental state to do her duty as second-in-command, but when she wasn't sleeping during the day she was being really cranky around everyone, even by Catra's standards of crankiness.



When the day came to inspect the new equipment Entrapta had been inventing for the troops, Catra had a blanket around her shoulders, almost like a cape. Her hairs were all standing on end, which was probably not a good sign either.



"What's this, a lance crossed with like a bazooka?" Catra took turns balancing the contraption in her hands and wiping her rosey nose.



"Oh, I was totally thinking the same thing when I made it!" Entrapta's eyes glowed in that weird nerdy way, seemingly not noticing the fact that Catra was getting all her gross germs on the thing. "I was thinking about how most of our weapons are short-ranged, right? And that's cool and all, but then you've also got the artillery units who need to fire from a certain distance, so they can't get too close to the enemy. I was like, 'What if there was a middle ground between the two where—?'"



"Okay, whatever," replied Catra, not really paying attention. "Is it cold in here or what?"



"No...?" said Scorpia nearby.



"I shouldn't've gotten out of bed for this." Catra aimed down what she at least thought were the sights on the weapon. "On second thought, this ain't half bad. Kinda heavy, but what're you gonna do?" She took aim at a wall and pressed firmly on the trigger, as if something would happen. "Good thing I assumed this wasn't loaded..."



"Oh!" said Entrapta. "I was thinking about streamlining it a bit, maybe testing out this new metal I found? It's pretty amazing what you can do by mixing a few alloys. Trying to balance sturdiness with weight is a game I never get tired of playing."



"Uh, Entrapta?" Scorpia waved at her with her claws, but Entrapta just gave her a puzzled look.



"What?"



"Hasn't Catra been acting...?" she said in a low voice, getting closer to her.



"No, I can't tell what you mean," said Entrapta obliviously, "with your claw-hands."



"I'm saying maybe we should cut the inspection short?" Scorpia's eyes went over to Catra. "She's not feeling well."



Catra's ears perked up at this. "I feel perfectly fine!"



"Perfectly fine," said Scorpia hesitantly, "and also sick?"



"I told you, I don't get sick! I haven't gotten sick since I was teammates with Ado—" She paused, as if choking on something. "Ador...! The A-word!"



"Adora?" asked Entrapta.



Catra's feline eyes zeroed in on the air-headed scientist. "Fuck Adora!"



It was in this moment that Scorpia and Entrapta nearly gasped at two things, both happening in rapid succession of each other, a pair of events that went like this: Catra saying the F-word—also the cursed A-word—and then puking all over the lance-bazooka hybrid.



Yeah, it was pretty gross.








Turned out Catra was developing a fever, and a fierce one at that. The minions all throughout the Fight Zone had little idea as to what to do about this, since Shadow Weaver never came down with anything so serious; was probably all that evil magic aura that kept her healthy. Not only was Catra incapacitated to almost a humiliating degree, but Scorpia and the other force captains had to carry as much of the load as each of them could.



Hordak wasn't happy about any of it, of course.



The ordeal was two days of the common cold, then two days of the fever. Okay, two days and one night, technically speaking—and what a weird night that was!



Scorpia knew all about it; she had volunteered to look after Catra during that time, because how could she leave her best buddy all alone like that? She even volunteered to share the bed, the same bed Catra had earned as the new second-in-command, the same bed that could barely fit two people, let alone Scorpia's bulky form. Upon hearing this, Catra gave her a scowl combined with an annoyed sorry-but-you're-not-my-type kind of look.



Still, sharing the room was enough.



Roughly six hours of watching Catra desperately try and subsequently fail to fall asleep was almost enough to drive Scorpia crazy with worry. It was a mean sight: Catra tossing and turning in her bed, making a mess of the covers, sweating and getting mucus everywhere.



"Uuuuuurgh...!" she groaned in her pained half-sleep.



Scorpia wanted to hug her something like a hundred times for those first few hours, as she too was losing the stamina to stay awake and yet being unable to get over the duty she owed to her best buddy.



After a long while, though, something strange happened.



"Adora! Adoraaaaaa!" cried Catra from her bed, breathing hard and thrashing around, curled up like a baby.



Scorpia blinked and her eyebrows went up. "Adora...?"



"Adora, where are you?" replied Catra. "I need..."



The muscles in Scorpia's arms and legs froze up for a moment, but she managed to get up and sit by Catra's bedside. "You need Adora?"



"Adora," said Catra. "P-please, I need you. I need you!"



Scorpia frowned solemnly and took pity on her best buddy. "I'm here, Catra." Could she play the part of Adora if she had to? She supposed so. She gazed into Catra's misty eyes, and it occurred to her that Catra must've been hallucinating.



"It's been way too long," she said drearily, "since we last met. We talked quite a bit, and..."



"And? I'm here."



"I got so mad at you," said Catra in a cracked voice. "I got so mad at you, and I hated you. I was so happy to see you again, but god did I hate you right there. It was craaaaaaaaazy..."



"I, uhhh—" hesitating— "I forgive you for that. I'm sure you don't hate me anymore."



"No, b-but.." Catra extended a hand and touched Scorpia's side in an uncharacteristically soft manner. "I had a chance right there. I could've talked to you about being friends again, and I could've saved you when I had the chance, but... I left you there. I left you there, and I don't know why I did that..." She wiped her face, and Scorpia had a hard time telling if she was wiping sweat, mucus, tears, or a mixture of all three.



It was strange to witness, considering the previous couple days weren't so serious. Scorpia wanted to make a joke to lighten her best buddy's mood, but she feared that would break the illusion; it would also probably not help.



"Catra," she said quietly, "you shouldn't be so angry about that."



"But I left you!" screamed Catra, nearly frightening Scorpia. "I left you there!"



Scorpia smiled, if in a subtler fashion than her usual sunshine smiles. "But it's okay now," she said, "because I'm here now. I'm not going anywhere." Suddenly she felt Catra reach out and wrap her arms around her burly torso. "Woah, hey!"



"Please don't leave me again, Adora..." Catra kept a fevered hold on Scorpia, her lava-hot skin warming the air surrounding both of them. "I didn't get a c-chance to—"



"Shh," said Scorpia. "It's okay now."



So they stayed like that for a few minutes, until Catra's sickness took full control and she jerked away to barf in the already partly-filled bucket right next to the bed.



Scorpia couldn't help but wince at seeing this, but a part of her also felt good about helping her best buddy.








"Alright, punks!" yelled Catra at the team of junior cadets before her. "Like I said before, all I'm asking of you for you to complete the objectives within the time limit! Get hit? Run out of time? Guess what, you failed!"



Catra's illness was a test of sorts for many involved, but within a week she was back to being in tip-top shape; sure, she still slept a lot and exhibited an uncanny ability to get everything done at the last minute, but that was normal. Business as usual, one could say.



Scorpia watched the monitor with a certain knowing grin on her face, at seeing her superior chew out the underlings in person. It was like seeing a cat give the nastiest growl any pair of ears could hear, only to never lay so much as a claw on anyone. Sure, that meant Catra was all bark and no bite, but for the cadets it was far preferable to Shadow Weaver's bark and bite.



"Uhh, Catra...?" asked Scorpia over the intercom system, semi-smirking.



"Yeah? What?" replied Catra in her usual not-giving-a-shit manner.



"Trying to stay on schedule here," said Scorpia. "Just saying."



"Right, whatever," she said before leaving the training area, giving the poor cadets the keeping-my-eye-on-you look.



Scorpia stretched out her limbs and rested her claws behind her head as she swiveled in her own fancy chair.



Back to business as usual indeed.
      

      
   
      Caught Between Confusion and Pain


      

      
      
         Not many appreciate what I do. They are most certainly thankful for it, but they do not understand. Few do. I once hypothesised it may be due to the presence of magic and the abundance of those capable of wielding it. When almost every kingdom has a magical Princess doing magical Princess things, not many people appreciate the beauty in science.



But that’s okay. I appreciate it. It makes you understand there is beauty everywhere, and potential for greatness.



“Fright Zone Log: Day Twenty Eight,” I whispered into my recorder, just loud enough for my voice to be picked up. 



The little machine was gathering the small pieces of metal I had left as bait. With a swift motion, a lock of hair took out a pencil and small notepad from my pockets. The scrapbot scurried adorably across the floor, picking up whichever pieces it deemed acceptable while discarding the rest.



“I have managed to locate one of the scrapbots I stumbled upon when I first arrived a the Scrap Yard. It is currently preying on chunk mound three,” I said, doing my best to prevent  the excitement in me from making me squeal and scare away the test subject. 



“It seems they favour wires, microchips, and scraps of metal presenting no more than forty percent rust. Perhaps they possess a rudimentary mechanism to clean the more damaged pieces for reuse.”



My voice lowered to a happy gasp as I watched the scrapbot pick up and turn around an old piece of computer equipment. This one was remarkably similar to the one I first found when I arrived at the Fright Zone. It had little external alterations or signs of enhancements.



As I made a detailed diagram of the robot, I thought back to the name of my new home. I was more than a bit disappointed when I found out that the Fright Zone was called the Fright Zone. I had initially thought it was the Freight Zone, which made sense seeing how the whole place was essentially a loading bay. Although, I suppose that would be too obvious.



I do not understand what is supposed to be frightening about this place. There is nothing to be afraid of industry and technology! It’s actually kind of cozy when you get used to it. It reminds me of… Dryl, in a way. Less purples, more greens, though. Hopefully the robots are taking good care of everyone. It was a good thing I wrapped up my experiments before leaving, I wouldn’t have wanted to make the trip back and forth between the Fright Zone and Dryl so often.



Although, I suppose I could still go back one of these days. Just to see the status of the lab. And check on everyone back home. Also, pick up a few data drives, I could really use—Suddenly, the scrapbot started making a series of noises, and all thoughts were pushed aside in favour of careful observation. It would not do to miss any information.



The scrapbot had extended a flexible limb from within its metal carapace, and after a few fake starts, it ignited a blue flame.



“A welding torch!” I squealed knowledgeably. It seemed it was going to start making changes to itself. “It must have been running on some sort of base programming to know what to do to improve their performance and durability, cross-reference it with a list of possible applications for each material, and then chose what to do based on an optimised output. I wonder how it makes that choice, though…”



I scratched my chin in thought as my hair updated the diagram of the scrapbot. If I managed to figure out the thought process of the artificial intelligence, perhaps I could find a way of enhancing Emily’s self-preservation subroutines! The potential for new knowledge had my mouth watering already, but I had to focus. I needed to finish the observation stage first.



Maybe I could pry one of them open later at the lab. I’m sure Catra could help me get one or two for further analysis. Perhaps another one to play with Emily.



I kept observing the process of self-modification of the scrapbot, taking notes of all noteworthy incidents. After few minutes, the scrapbot had attached a curved piece of metal to the rear of its open storage compartment. A rough estimate told me it would allow it to carry an approximate fifteen percent additional scrap components. Wouldn’t want to leave anything valuable behind, I suppose.



Once it was done, it went back to searching through the pile for anything it deemed suitable. I noticed it moved at a faster pace than it had done before, with movements that were more forceful yet swift at the same time. How peculiar.



“Ah!” I exclaimed in illumination before covering up my mouth with both hands and one lock of hair. The scrapbot stopped its actions and looked around in alert. I remained immobile once more, hoping to go unnoticed, for what seemed like longer than it must have been. I didn’t want to risk taking my chronometer out of my pocket.



After another lapse of dilated time, the scrapbot went back to scavenging in the pile of junk and spare parts and I let out a long—but quiet!—sigh. Brimming with excitement, I brought the recorder closer and started speaking, “It appears the scrapbot feels more comfortable knowing its cargo is more secure, which means it can move more freely without risk of losing something. Fascinating.”



It made me wonder how these scrapbots came to be. Surely they all began their life cycle as a standard model, and their environment and the materials available to them would forge—Hah!—that in which they’d become.



“The scrapbot is a creature of constant change, defined by its power to adapt,” I whispered into the recorder as I watched my test subject finish with a pile and move on to inspect chunk mound two. “This has been a most productive observation session. Entrapta out.”



Creatures of change indeed. Certainly not the only ones.



I smiled as I stored the recorded in one of my pockets. I was just about done with the diagram and I could get back to headquarters before lunch. Catra wanted me to look over the diagrams of some old weapon projects and see what could be salvaged and how I could improve them. Plus, Scorpia wanted to see if her tail could beat my hair at prehensility. The data may be insufficient, but it all pointed towards an overwhelming victory for me.



The scrapbot seemed satisfied with its haul. Turning around, it started to walk away, stopping occasionally to rearrange its cargo or to examine a random piece of metal on its way. My smile deepened as I wished the little robot the best.



Change was good. Change was natural. It was an undeniable part of life, and all one could do was to adapt. I had adapted. Just like the scrapbot had done. Besides, I hadn’t really changed all that much, even my wardrobe was still the same. And I was still helping my friends through the power of science. And not only my friends, but The Horde as a whole! The modifications I had made to the plasma rifles had reduced kickback by twelve percent and the number of shoulder injuries had gone down to unprecedented levels! Catra had even given me extra lab space because of that. It felt nice to be helpful.



It was good to know that, no matter how my circumstances may change, I could always rely on science to help me and help others. Reassuring, even. Science was evolving and ever changing, too, but it was also honest, it never lied to you and it let you know the truth about the world. It expanded our knowledge of the universe, of history, of everything, and as it did, it opened new avenues for future investigation. Science would never be done, it would never stop, or abandon you.



My thoughts were interrupted once more when a noise caught my attention. I looked back at the scurrying scrapbot and saw that it had found another scrapbot. This one was smaller and it appeared to be carrying less bits and pieces of discarded tech. Both machines exchanged a short series of lights and noises before my test subject pulled out a large piece of metal and gave it to the other scrapbot.



It was a good thing they were too far to hear me gasp in glee. These robots were simple , and I expected them to be programmed with basic survival skills, but if they were capable of showing kindness and generosity towards another one of its kind, then they must possess a rudimentary sense of solidarity amongst its ilk. I wondered if they also got some sort of individual gratification from showing kindness. Perhaps they shared some sort of hivemind, where the collective benefited from the well-being of every component! This required further studying!



Another glance showed that the new scrapbot had received the piece of metal and was now rubbing itself against the test subject in a clear show of affection. A few noises escaped me. Mostly of the D’aw variety. I was sure I had a silly smile on my face, but I didn’t mind, it wouldn’t affect the data anyways.



I watched them walk around for a while before they scurried down a hole on a wall and into wherever that led so they could keep doing whatever it is scrapbots did when they weren’t scavenging parts. I furrowed my brow in thought. That was actually an interesting thought, just what did they do with their time? It was worth pursuing that lead, it may prove to be interesting. Maybe they’d go find more of their own kind and share their findings and have a good time together.



A laugh escaped me. Not that I did much to hold it back. I think I’d like to see that. Maybe I could ride Emily down into the sewers and blast a few holes to find the scrapbots’ nest. Or hive. Or however they lived. Perhaps they burrowed. I should take a camera. Maybe Scorpia could come with me, she could hold the camera.



Maybe some other time. I was feeling impulsive, but not that kind of impulsive. This mood was… different. Like that time she’d programmed her computer to print out the results of an experiment, but she was on the other side of Dryl at the time and couldn’t check on it because that computer had to be isolated from the grid to properly run the experiment.



“Personal Entrapta Log,” I said into the recorder, “I wish they hadn’t left me behind…” The words died in my throat as the little device hung limply from my hair. I wasn’t sure what compelled me to start recording, but I knew I had a thought worth noting, so I pushed through. “I miss them sometimes. When I’m not working on research. I just… I know I was not quite like them, but I thought I was useful. I thought they thought I was useful. Perhaps I could’ve done more for them, I could’ve… I should have found the time to do more experiments, then I would’ve been of use… Then they wouldn’t have left me.”



I noticed another lock of hair was patting me on the shoulder. I held a hand out for it to grab and  brought it closer to my face, gently rubbing it against my cheek.



“I’m better know, I think,” I said, as I felt my smile coming back. ”I’m doing better. I can do more research now, and I’m certainly of assistance to The Horde. My research is benefitting so many people, I’m still doing a difference. I hope Adora, and Glimmer, and Bow, and everyone else will be happy for me.”



Looking up at the overcast skies of the unsuitably named Fright Zone, I smiled. “I’m fine. I can focus on science. I can help those who need me.”



And that was okay. Because I was okay.
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