
      everything stays


      
      
      
         
         Awaiting the Next...

      
      

      

      
      
         the wise say that life is a cycle. that we are born, we are raised, we are broken, and we are burned. they say that we walk on four legs in the morning, two in the noontime, and three in the evening. they use metaphors to show patterns, and wax poetry to show meanings. life is a cycle and cycles, well, they don’t end.

catra likes to think this. she likes to think this when she pilots tanks and ravages villages. she sees blood, and she sees pain, and she sees death — but she doesn’t see endings. no. 

a small, shrivelled part of her tries not to, at least. 



(the princesses are powerful, symbols of hope and healing, but they can’t save everyone. not in this cycle, she thinks.) 

her hands have destroyed, her words have demolished. she leaves fires in her wake. but fires leave ashes and from ashes tend to spring life. and so she keeps going because everything comes back, perhaps different, but there nonetheless.



(she dreams of gold hair and blue eyes and whispers under blankets promising futures that should have come. she dreams of soft lips and warm smiles and hands that held the secrets of the whole entire universe in them. everything comes back.

she dreams.

she dreams.

she wakes.)



there are no endings. it’s a childish, utopian belief that catra holds on to like a lifeline despite everything. there are no endings, even when the enchanted forest goes up in flames and brightmoon, in all its former glory, falls. there are no endings even when the princesses surrender one, by one, by one. there are no endings, even when she looks at adora square in the eye and turns her back on her one final time.

she stares at the setting sun, blazing and burning and oh so alive. it has seen many wars (it will see many more). and perhaps, out of the desolation and bleakness of history, it may see some peace as well. the sun might see trees burst out of the missiled ground, and flowers bloom where soldiers fell. it might see rivers flow where blood was spilled and children play where their parents perished. it might see two broken girls where there used to be two leaders, too young for their time, holding hands, and smiling, and breathing happiness where death had festered.



and even so, war will come again. such is life, and such it will be.

the wise say life is a cycle. patience, patience, for catra awaits the next one.
      

      
   
      Fire


      

      
      
         “Country roaaaads, taaake me hoooome…..” 

The tinny voice of a musician called out, stifled by the loud roar of a dirty pickup truck.



The afternoon sun beat down from above, relentless heat flowing endlessly across the Fright Zone. It was truly a desolate wasteland. Large mesas dented upwards to the sky, surrounded by an expanse of purple sand and rocks. The only landmarks for hours around, they had a coarse, war-torn rockface from the frequent dust storms. Occasionally, a small desert animal scurried by, but there were simply no other life forms...



"To the plaaaace, I belooooong! West Etheria-" called out Entrapta, joyously belting out the chorus from the shotgun seat. Scorpia happily poked out over the center console, her body and claws packed into the crowded back seat. They hollered the next line together. "DESERT MAMMAAAA--" Catra's grip on the steering wheel tightened, her nails puncturing the grip of the ratty cover. Brow furrowed, a sweat drop traveled down her face from the oppressive heat.



"Entrapta, if you don't turn that off right now, I'm gonna smash it."



"Aww..." A purple tendril snaked up, and poked the power button for the music box. A harsh noise filled the cabin, the engine struggling to get them across the desert. After a few moments, she frowned at the tan driver. Catra was deep in thought, her eyes laser focused on the empty land ahead of them. 



"Hey, Catra.... We're just trying to make the best of things."



No response.



"It's not like we have anything else to do until we get to Headquarters."



Slowly, the sky became a beautiful painting, full of blazing red and deep purple.  Fading beams of light shone through the ever present dust cloud behind them, marking the transition to night.



"Guys, we're not gonna make it."



The truck came to a slow stop, momentarily lurching forward in relief. The group shuffled out of the cab, walking towards a large 

and rusted metal shell. It was their new makeshift camp, although in another life, it may have been an overturned military tank. After clearing out a small sitting area, Catra apologetically looked at the wily engineer. "I'm sorry Entrapta, but we need a fire..." 



She sighed, gloomily looking at the ground. "Yeah, I know." She pulled out her backpack, and unscrewed a tightened casing. She shook the bag, and several large lithium-ion battery packs fall on the ground. "Yay!" Scorpia excitedly bound forward, and started stabbing the tip of her claws through the batteries. A shower of sparks gushed out, and it catches.



"I'll take first watch."



Slumped over each other, they rest against the abandoned metal husk. Scorpia had found several tribal knapsacks tucked under the front seats, which they promptly emptied and used to stoke the fire. Although it warmed them, they couldn't afford to lose any body heat to the cool desert night. If one of them got sick, who could they call for help?



The other two decided to sleep until their shift came. Meanwhile, Catra idly twiddled with a strand of Entrapta's hair, gazing into the embers of the fire. They glowed with an intense heat, never ceasing to burn as much as they could. Licking at the charred fabric, always grabbing upward for dominance. Her thoughts began to drift off to the past night.





-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------



"I had a feeling you'd be here."



It was the worst possible time to be caught.



Inside an unmarked village hut, Adora stared deep into her catlike eyes. A gaze of intense hatred. Her fist clutched Catra's wrist, her claws a moment away from ending her. "I just knew it. You thought you could attack me here, knowing that I'm on a solo mission. Kill me, escape with your new friends. Wasn't that the plan?"



Her fist grew tighter around the other, trapping her feline hand in a vice grip.



"Why don't you just give up? Why can't you stop trying to hurt me? Take a break for once! Just... **stop!**"









"We're leaving. Now."



Catra pushed in the stolen keys, and turned on the ignition. Entrapta and Scorpia were half awake, stuffed into a villager's pick up truck. They drove away from the village, the road illuminated by a dire red glow. Behind them, the village was set ablaze.



Entrapta blinked, her eyes bleary. "Hey Catra, can you tell me what's going on?" No response.



"Can't you just relax for a bit, and explain...?"





"No."
      

      
   
      Of Shadows and Fire


      

      
      
         There were old myths – she’d learned about them as a child, in Mystacor – of vengeful Gods with a penchant for cruel and unusual punishments. Once, she’d had nightmares about the eagle that came to feast on Prometheus’ liver each day. It was a monstrous bird, its talons sharp and its wings a blinding burnt gold, and there was a fire of purpose in its beady eyes that couldn’t be stolen.



Hordak was no God, but he had the cruelty of one.








Every morning, at precisely six o’clock, Shadow Weaver was woken from restless sleep by two guards. She had exactly ten minutes to have her breakfast (a small glass of water and a bowl of the gruel they fed to the less-promising cadets), before she would be escorted through the winding corridors of the Fright Zone’s prison to the interrogation chamber.



They never needed to do all that much to her: she knew what that equipment could do, and she knew that they were holding back. After all, her body was frail, decayed from years of experimentation with darkness that left her limbs weak and her bones fragile. And Hordak had insisted that whatever damage they did to her mustn’t last, so that they could do it again…



(Some days the interrogation chamber would merely have a chair – no rack, no electrodes, no restraints – sat in the otherwise empty room, the same cheap, rough model used in cadet classrooms. Those, Shadow Weaver thought, were the worst days. Screens lined the walls, and each screen would show footage from helmet cameras of some skirmish or other. And she would watch – she would have to watch – the consequences of her greatest mistake play out before her, over and over again.)



They would stop for lunch, of course. The guards would eat theirs in front of her, warm and aromatic, as she would be given a second bowl of gruel, and a glass or two of water. She would be allowed one trip to the bathroom, if only because she had convinced the guards that they wouldn’t want to have to clean up after her if she weren’t. And then they would begin again, and she would have no choice but to let it happen.



(And on the days that the room was lined with screens, she would eat her lunch in that little chair in the middle of the room as Adora, paused and flickering, gazed down upon her from every angle. There was no mercy in her eyes.)



At precisely eight o’clock in the evening, the door would open, and she would be returned to her cell. The guards would all but carry her – even without the torture, her legs had long since decayed, and without her magic she could no longer support her own weight fully. The shield would close. More gruel, more water. And the restless sleep, the nightmares of her Adora, the shrieks and moans and wails of her fellow inmates, would come again.








There were old myths – she’d learned about them as a child, in Mystacor – of a titan who’d stolen fire from the Gods, and whose punishment would last until a hero of strength would come to slaughter the eagle, and set him free. Shadow Weaver had believed that she had stolen from the Princesses their greatest weapon, that the Horde might turn Adora against them – an irony as great, she had thought, as any from the old myths. Now she would be punished for her hubris.



Adora was no Heracles, and there would be no rescue.
      

      
   
      A Fiery End


      

      
      
         It all began with Seahawk.



Techinally it began long before Seahawk arrived, but Mermista was so used to him being the reason for her bad days that she automatically attributed this one to him, too. The day started off terribly: she had been forced awake at dawn by an insistent knocking at her bedroom door, followed by her guard-slash-butler saying, "Your Highness, we have a situation."



"Grrvnkgh," Mermista mumbled in response.



There had been a pause before a hesitant, "We've received reports that the Horde is on their way."



Mermista finally opened her eyes. She would have told him to take the situation to the king her father, but then she remembered he had retired, and gifted Salineas to her, simultaneously dumping all responsibility onto her, too, and therefore such an order was impossible.



It hadn't ended there. The reports came from three fishermen that had been far at sea when they sighted a number of ships. The problem was all three of them differed on how many ships they'd seen, and only one seemed certain they belonged to the Horde.



The three were arguing in front of her. "I'm telling you, there was seven ships!" the first fisherman insisted.



"There was only four, idiot," the second replied, rolling his eyes.



The third did not seem to care how many ships they'd seen. "I don't care how many ships you've seen," he said. "Why do you think those were Horde ships in the first place?"



"They looked evil--"



Mermista had sighed, wondering when it all would end. Should she prepare for an attack, or dismiss the fishermen's dubious statement? The barrier would hold, but perhaps she should call in the men and women still out at sea, outside its protection.



She decided to take the precautions without putting too much faith in the report. She'd call her people back to shore, send a scout to confirm or deny the report given to her, and hope there were no Horde soldiers on their way here.



It wasn't that easy.



The scout returned with the news that there were not four, not seven, but the sum total of eleven ships heading their way, all confirmed to belong to the Horde. None of them knew how the Horde, mostly land-based, had gotten its hands on so many ships, but there they were, ready to assault her people. Mermista felt the urge to punch something. Preferably a Horde soldier.



When the ships first appeared on the horizon, Mermista and her fleet were prepared. She stood on the bank side by side with all her other soldiers, trident in hand, and spared a thought for her father, who was probably still in bed and had no idea what was even going on outside the palace. Oh, to be old and tired and have an heir to take over your duties; Mermista longed for the day.



That was when the flaming boats arrived.



They could only belong to one person, the bane of Mermista's existence, yet for once they seemed to be helping rather than hindering her: she heard the distant cry of "Adventure!" and watched as three fiery ships charged into the ones belonging to the Horde, setting them all ablaze. There was a cheer from someone behind her, and the next thing Mermista knew, everyone was cheering and she had a fierce grin on her face.



(The grin wasn't for Seahawk, it was because she could go to bed at last and sleep for the next two days.)



Her guard leaned down so that he could be heard over the noise. "How did he know the Horde was here?" he asked her, knowing there was only one person who could have put on that display.



"I don't know," she replied, "but I'm not going to question it." She wondered only for a second if now would be a good time to leave when a familiar voice called out her name.



"Princess Mermista!" Seahawk shouted from a lifeboat, drawing out the last syllable. "This one's for you!"



When Mermista realized what was happening, it was too late. Seahawk set fire to the boat, jumped into the water, and the flaming boat drifted on to where Mermista's naval fleet was docked. She rushed forward to put out the fire, but it still took the life of one of her beauties and singed two others.



Seahawk, upon arriving dripping wet, took in the scene before him and said, "I did not expect that."



Mermista hated her life.
      

      
   
      Safety In Your Arms


      

      
      
         Back in the Fright Zone, brushing your teeth was the height of personal care. But now, far away from her homeland’s sharp edges and looming shadows, Adora loved holding Glimmer close and brushing her hair. She wasn’t great at it. She brushed the wrong way, and never knew how to untangle a knot without help. But it felt good to take care of someone instead of blowing them up.



And Glimmer seemed to love it too, leaning into Adora’s touch, guiding her hands through tangled waters, humming and smiling so warm that it had to be magic.



But ever since Adora rescued her friends from Shadow Weaver, Glimmer had changed. She barely smiled. She didn’t let Adora brush her hair anymore, even when Adora insisted. She just sat in her bedroom, staring off into space, flinching at the lightest sounds. Adora didn’t know what to make of it.
















Adora woke to screaming—Glimmer screaming.



She scrambled in the dark to grab her sword. She carried it down the hall, then kicked open Glimmer’s door.



“Glimmer!” she shouted, swinging her sword haphazardly. “What’s going on?”



When her eyes finally adjusted to the bedroom's light, she found no intruders and no danger—just Glimmer, sitting up in bed, staring at her with bleary eyes.



Adora lowered her sword. “Did you just scream, or...?”



Glimmer’s cheeks reddened. “You heard that?”



“I think the whole kingdom did,” Adora said. “What happened?”



“Nothing.” Glimmer turned her whole body away. “I had a bad dream. It’s fine.”



“Must have been a seriously bad dream,” Adora said, chuckling. “Sounds more like a nightmare to me.”



Glimmer didn’t move. “Yeah.”



Silence hung between them.



Adora swallowed. “Do... you want to talk about it?”



“No.”



“You sure? I bet I can—”



“Would you just leave me alone?” Glimmer hissed. She shot Adora an ugly glare. “I can deal with this myself. Stop being so obsessed with me.”



Adora winced like she’d been kicked in the gut. “Oh. I mean, sorry. Just trying to help.”



Glimmer's scowl faded. She covered her eyes with her hands. “No, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you, I just—I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”



As Glimmer trembled, Adora dropped her sword and climbed the steps to her bed. “What’s up?” she asked, sidling up next to Glimmer.



“Nothing.” Glimmer shook her head. “It’s stupid. I just... can’t relax.”



“What do you mean?”



“I can’t stop thinking about the Fright Zone, and Shadow Weaver, and”—Glimmer shivered—”the feeling of her magic inside me. It was like having lavawurms in my skin. I was in so much pain, I thought I might pass out. And I always knew you’d come, of course, but there was still some part of me that was sure I would die there.”



She looked up at Adora. “I thought that when I stopped glitching it would all be over, but it’s not. I don’t feel any better. I still feel Shadow Weaver. When I close my eyes, she’s all I see.”



Adora laid an arm over Glimmer’s shoulders. “That wear and tear from battle, it lasts. I totally get it.”



“Thanks, but...” Glimmer shrugged her off. “No, you don’t get it.”



Adora frowned. “What do you mean? You think I wasn’t scared of Shadow Weaver? If she found out we were having nightmares, she’d lock us in a dark room until we got over it.”



“Exactly!” Glimmer said, throwing up her hands. “You grew up always fighting, always in danger. I didn’t. I grew up safe. Even after my dad died, even after I became a commander, I never knew what war was. I only heard about it from guards.



“I was safe here,” said Glimmer, looking around her room—from the old finger-paintings on the walls, to the closet overflowing with dresses. In a choking voice, she said, “Now, I—I don’t know how to feel safe anymore.”



Her words melt into sobs. Adora sat awkwardly to the side, frozen between wanting to help her friend and the fear of making things worse.



“Fix me,” Glimmer said through gasps. “I can’t sleep, can’t think. I can’t live like this. Please.”



Adora stared, shaking—then reached out and took Glimmer’s hand. “I don’t know how to do that. But maybe I can help, even a little bit.”



“How?”



Silently, Adora leapt out of Glimmer’s bed, over to her desk. She picked up a hairbrush.



Glimmer fell back asleep in Adora’s lap, loving fingers running through her hair, traipsing along her arms. Safe.
      

      
   
      Fifteen Rules of Engagement: A Cadet's Guide


      

      
      
         FIFTEEN RULES OF ENGAGEMENT: A CADET'S GUIDE

[Written and edited by Force Captain Scorpia]




Introduction:



With this pamphlet you'll be able to not only help win the war against the treacherous Rebellion, but also survive the equally important war at home! Catra is a super-important member of the Horde (the second-in-command!), and as a cadet you will be interacting with her on pretty much a daily basis.



Catra is the most awesome person in the world, but she can be testy at times. As such, abiding the following rules of engagement will greatly improve your chances at both being a productive cadet and knowing proper etiquette!



Abiding these rules might even save your life one day!



Nah, just kidding.



Mostly.



Rules:



1. Do not greet Catra in a way that seems too nice or friendly or well-meaning. Do not greet her with "Hello!" or "Hey!" or "Hi!" or "Howdy!" or several other words that begin with the letter "H." Do not, under any circumstances, ask her about the weather or other common topics of small talk. In fact, try to dodge small talk by any means necessary, however tempting it may be.



2. Do not greet Catra unless greeted first. If greeted first, respond with the utmost composure and apparent disinterest. Catra will give you a mean look if you sound too happy or conversational.



3. Do not converse with Catra unless it is a verified emergency between 0000 and 1200 hours.



4. Do not converse with Catra unless it is a verified emergency between 1200 and 0000 hours.



5. When conversing with Catra, do not bring up the word "Adora." She definitely doesn't like it when anyone says that word. In fact, just to play it safe, refrain from saying similar-sounding words when in Catra's presence, such as "adorable" and "admire." That second one doesn't sound much like "Adora," but you can never be too cautious!



6. Do not say the word "Adora" when around Catra. Sorry, just a reminder.



7. No, seriously, don't do it.



8. Do not try to act like Catra is your friend, or pal, or chum, or buddy, or comrade, etc. She is your commanding officer and you will respect her!



9. Never refer to Catra by name alone; only best buddies get to call her by just her name. Instead, you should precede her name with "second-in-command," or, if you want to keep things short, use "captain." While the rank of captain does not technically apply to Catra, she has gone on record as liking the title. It's like being the captain of a pirate ship, or something. Isn't that cool?



10. Make extra-sure to not disturb Catra when she has retired for the night, or the morning, or the afternoon. Catra is the second-in-command of Lord Hordak's army, and she needs her beauty sleep. She needs her beauty sleep so much, actually, that she requires between ten and fourteen hours a day.



11. Sometimes, Catra will sit by herself and appear to be awake, when she is actually taking a cat... nap.



12. I'm sorry, I couldn't resist that one!



13. In the event that Catra is taking a nap, do your absolute best to not interfere. She may appear like a corpse, or someone who passed out after drinking too much mead, or one of those creepy mannequin doll things, but just leave her be. In due time she will be back to her normal self and everything will be mostly right with the world.



14. Did you know Catra purrs when she's happy?



15. Finally, do not repeat any of these rules to Catra herself; she'd get mad at me if she found out.



Conclusion:



Keep this pamphlet on your person as often as you can, or, if you don't feel like it, at least keep it in a place where you're sure not to misplace it. Trust me, I lose stuff all the time; it's pretty annoying. For example, one day I was having a bagel for lunch, right? With real toasted bread and butter, so you know it was the good stuff. Anyway, I had split my bagel in half, as you sometimes do when eating a bagel, and I had eaten one half when I had to leave for a second to talk to a fellow officer. When I came back, the other half was gone! Somebody must've stolen it.



Which one of you stole my bagel?



Anyway...



Now you know, and knowing is half the battle!
      

      
   
      Nothing's Gonna Change My World


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Do You Remember The Last Time You Woke Up?


      

      
      
         A sound like chewing on ice snapped Catra out of her hunter's reverie. She glimpsed behind and above her, ears twisting to the sound of sobbing in the midnight dark. Entrapta, dammit, was crying in her perch. Catra broke her patrol and scrambled up the tree. She whispered in Entrapta's ear: "What in the hell are you crying about?"



Entrapta didn't meet her gaze; she held out her hand. In her palm rested a faint white sliver in a pool of red. "My tooth broke," Entrapta said. "I think I swallowed some of it."



"Well, then you should brush your teeth more often, idiot," Catra said.



"I... I brush 'em all the time, honest... once in the morning... once at bedtime..." Her words took on a nursery-rhyme lilt. "...and after each meal, so my teeth will shine."



"Then don't bash your head on things."



Entrapta looked up at last. The whites of her eyes were pink. "I think it's the DROSTE."



"Did it say 'teeth might fall out' on the hypo, Entrapta?"



"It just said 'DROSTE.'  And that it lasts five days."



"And how long have we been waiting in this Bast-forsaken forest waiting for the princesses to waltz by to their jungle hideout?"



Entrapta stared at her.



Catra held up three fingers.  "This many days."



"The sun came up and went down that many times," Entrapta said.



"Yes."



"...are you sure?"



Catra slapped her.



"Ow..."  She rubbed her cheek.  "Are you sure, though?  I think... I think it's been more."



"Shut up and stuff that tooth in your pocket.  Two days and we're out."  Catra slid down the tree, leaving more lines gouged into the bark. Back to pacing. The DROSTE obviated their need for sleep. The princesses could be through here at any minute.  Better then to be prepared for them for longer than the target window, sleepless and all-seeing.



Yeah... that made sense.



The moons hung low and the night turned darker yet. The thin foot paths were vacant. She found some worms and small vermin, which she absently ate to still her stomach and pass the time. She left slashes on tree trunks, she heard the sound of footsteps and held still for minutes until she realized she had only been imagining the noise--



--or hearing it, and the princesses holding that much more still, and that they were here in force, waiting.



Catra slunk behind a tree and found Scorpia. Scorpia was filthy from trudging in the dirt for three days.  Her eyes were wide and her pupils pinpricks.



"What?" Catra said, after the pause grew from long to unbearable.



"Do you remember the last time you woke up?"  Scorpia said.



"It doesn't matter, gods take you."



"I don't think I've been born. I think I'm still in the egg, waiting to break free. This is a vision.  I... I need to stop it from happening..."



She was crying. The whites of her eyes, now gone cracked and gray, flaked with her tears.



"We're fine.  We're fine," Catra said.  "Three days. Out of five. We'll be fine in two days.  At most."



"Catra... you keep saying that. You said that five days ago. I think you said it two days ago, too..." Scorpia held out her left pincer and let it relax. Nine hypos of DROST clattered to the forest floor. "Catra... do you remember the last time you woke up?"



Catra meant to slap her, but her claws were loose, and so she drew four bright bleeding lines across Scorpia's face instead.



"We're fine," Catra said, and in a moment of inspiration made Scorpia's face symmetrical. "We're fine.  We're fine.  We're fine, you--"



She cut and cut and cut and cut until her arms gave out.



Catra stood, alone for a moment, and stared at her hands, suddenly transfixed. Her hands were soaked blue. The princess's blood tickled the constellation of track marks running up her arms.



She felt tired.



"Just three more days," Catra said, fetching a new hypo of DROSTE, "and we'll be out."
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