
      A Stab in the Dark


      
      
      
         
         A Leap Off Face

      
      

      

      
      
         "And this is why Salineas is so  well protected…" 



Catra ignored Octavia's grumbling voice as she concentrated on trying to catch up with the homework Shadow Weaver had given her. Who needed to learn about stupid coast cities that would fall to the Horde by the time she graduated anyway? No. She needed to impress Shadow Weaver to prove to her that she was just as good as Adora. Besides, she'd heard there were some refresher courses once you made captain, so really, what was the point of learning that stuff now?



"I heard Shadow Weaver say that her anniversary of her 'greatest magical achievement' is coming up."



Catra's ears twitched, and she looked up from her pad. "Really?" she asked. Even though she knew Shadow Weaver cared for her as well as for her best friend, she still always heard about news and plans from Adora rather than her mentor herself.



The blonde girl nodded, a grin spreading across her face. "So she gave me a project!"



Glancing around to make sure Rogelio, Kyle, and Lonnie—who were closest to them—were occupied taking notes, and that Octavia was not looking their way as she scribbled things on the whiteboard and muttered to herself, Catra leaned in closer to Adora. "What kind of project?"



"She wants me to do a "clean up" of one of the old Horde areas," Adora explained, "something about wayward inconveniences."



Catra's eyes widened. That was a LOT of work for a single person to do alone. But together... "Hey…" she whispered, glancing to the front to make sure Octavia wasn't listening, "you think I could help you with it?"



Adora blinked. "You want to?"



"I mean." Catra felt a bit of a chill building at the base of her neck, and licked her lips nervously. Maybe Shadow Weaver hadn't asked her to do it too, and she usually got angry if she interrupted, but this was a big deal, right? 'Surely she wouldn't mind?' "What about we do it together? As a team?"



Adora's eyes studied her and she nodded slowly, a smile growing on her face. "I think that's a great idea!" she whispered back. "If we work on it together, there's no way it's not going to be awesome!"



Catra felt a confident smirk building up. "I know. I thought of i—" She jumped when a tentacle slammed onto her desk.



"Are you too busy to pay attention, brat?" Octavia asked.



"I uh…"



"Having to train you lot is bad enough," the octopus hybrid said, leaning in to stare at her up close with her one eye. Her breath smelled of fish. "But having to deal with rejects like yourself that can't even pay attention is worse."



"Hey, that's not—"



Octavia's head snapped away from Catra, focusing on Lonnie. "Did I say you could speak?"



"N-no."



"Well, you can now," Octavia said, straightening up. She smiled cruelly. "Tell the reject that she should be paying attention in class."



"U-um, Catr—"



"I said," Octavia repeated, "to tell the reject to pay attention in class. Unless you want all of you to get some extra… homework."



Catra and Lonnie looked at each other. The human girl gulped, lowering her eyes apologetically. "P-pay—"



"Don't do it, Lonnie!" Adora spoke up suddenly, pushing back her chair and standing up. "You don't need to be so mean, Octavia."



Octavia growled and glanced at the blonde girl, serrated teeth showing clearly through her snarl. "I didn't ask you to intervene, brat!"



"It's not right!" Adora insisted. "I'm the one that distracted Catra, I should be getting punished, not her!"



"Bullshit!" Octavia snapped. "We all know that Catra is the problem one. If it was your fault, I would have punished you. But I didn't, so the blame falls on her."



"Only because Shadow Weaver would eat her hide and spit it out for picking on her personal pet," someone whispered.



Octavia whirled, eyes centering on Kyle and Rogelio, who had carefully blank faces. She looked around the classroom at the other cadets, all of whom were studiously looking at the whiteboard, the roof, their notes… everywhere but her. "Who said that?" 



Catra ignored the rest of Octavia's rants. She didn't need the older captain-to-be cadet's approval after all. There was only one person she cared to impress in all the Horde, and this was her chance.



Octavia's fist slammed on the desk, making Catra jump, hair standing on end, tail straight. "I said—" she growled "—you're all going for a run!"



Catra glanced outside through one of the small windows. "But the storm—"



"Go!"



"Alright! Alright!" Catra followed the other grumbling cadets outside until they reached one of the hatches, which Octavia opened. The blast of cold air and rain hit them all hard in the face and chilled her despite her fur. The wind howled just outside, with the rain going almost horizontally with the strong winds. In the distance, thunder rumbled threateningly.



Octavia shouldered past all of them and stepped into the rain, turning to grin at them, completely unbothered by the inclement weather. "Well then, cadets! Since you don't have the time to learn with your brains, you'll learn with your bodies. Run! Three laps around the main structure!"



One by one the cadets stepped outside and started splashing away.

____________________________________________________________________________



"I hate her," Catra muttered, leaning into the warm water pouring from the shower. Through the steam she could see the shapes of several other female cadets, all them shivering as they jumped into the warm water. She hissed as the warm liquid hit a spot where she had scraped her skin when she had slipped and fallen into the mud. "Who does she think she is? Making us run in that weather?"



"A graduate," Lonnie said to her left. "Although how they let her be the one to train us will forever remain a mystery. She barely passed her own test."



A loud sneeze made her glance worriedly to her left. "You okay, Adora?"



Adora cleaned her nose and stepped under the warm water of the shower, sighing in contentment as it visibly washed the grime and mud from her body. "Yeah… I think I'm fine," she said, grabbing a bar of soap and starting to lather her arms up. "This shower should definitely help."



"We should be thankful she thought the laps were enough," Lonnie said as she washed her head. "But really, I thought things could only get better after Grizzlor got sent to oversee Horde bases in the disputed territories." She sighed. "Instead, we have fish face."



"I wish I could meet the idiot that assigned her to teach us," Catra muttered, extending her claws. "I'd share my thanks with them."



"Maybe you shouldn't," Lonnie said, "I mean, Octavia already hates you for scratching her eye out. I'd think antagonizing other higher ranked Horde soldiers would be a bad idea."



"It was self-defense!"



"She's blind in one eye forever." Lonnie shrugged, looking away. "No matter the reason behind it, she's going to hate you for it."



Adora sneezed. "I think Lonnie is right, Catra," she said, sniffling. She turned around so that the warm water was cascading onto her back and shoulders. "She already doesn't like us, and we're only a couple of months away from the final test to become officers. If we can put up with her for just a little longer, we'll never have to worry about her again."



Catra didn't like how that made it sound like was somehow her fault. "Fine. Whatever." She crossed her arms. "It's not like she matters."



"At least we got lucky and she forgot her homework threat," Lonnie added, turning off her shower. "I'm heading back. See you two later."



Catra huffed, but also turned off her shower and waited for Adora to do the same. She frowned, noticing how her friend was still breathing heavily. "Are you okay Adora?"



"I'm alright," Adora said. "Come on, I just need to rest."



"I keep telling you, Adora," Catra said grabbing a towel and drying her hair, still trying to keep an eye on her. "Cardio. You really need more cardio."



"Right." Adora yawned. "What I need is sleep. Come on. We'll have a lot of work tomorrow to get that stuff done for Shadow Weaver."



Catra's mood improved immediately. She could feel the tip of her tail twitching in anticipation. "Oh yeah."

____________________________________________________________________________



"Oh, no." Catra muttered. "No." She helped Adora turn to lay flat on her back, leaning back with the subsequent coughing. "Nonononono."



She quickly went through the basics, setting her friend up a little more into a seating position so she could breathe easier, and checked her temperature. "Oh, no."



"You're saying that a lot," Adora wheezed.



"You're burning!" Catra hissed, pushing Adora back down when she tried to get up. "Stay down. I need to call the medic."



She bit her lip. This was so stupid. Adora was sick and now they wouldn't be able to do that assignment for Shadow Weaver. She sucked in breath. 'No, that's not important. Adora is more important,' she thought.



"But the project…"



Catra's ears twitched. She looked down at Adora, who was struggling to stay awake. "What about it?"



"I know it's important to you."



'Oh, &#$@ me sideways,' Catra thought, looking down at her best friend. She felt warm and stupidly happy for someone that was supposed to be panicking about Adora's well-being. She swallowed. "There's nothing we can do."



Adora turned and nodded to her footlocker. Catra jumped over her and landed gently next to it. Opening it up, Catra found a pad. She looked up to Adora.



"It has the location of where the cleanup needs to be done."



"We're supposed to do it together," Catra muttered, pressing the pad against her chest. She looked up when she felt Adora's hand on her shoulder.



"No." Adora shook her head. "I'm supposed to do it on my own."



Catra frowned, looking down and away.



"But if she thinks I can do it," Adora continued in between wet coughs, "that means you can too. I have faith in you."



There were times when Catra liked Adora. And then there were times when she really loved Adora. "I'm still calling the medic."



Adora smiled weakly and gave her shoulder a squeeze before letting her go. Catra quickly made her way to the transmitter next to the door and called the medical office.

____________________________________________________________________________



Shadow Weaver's voice echoed in the silent ruins.



"In the Northern Sector of the Fright Zone, there is a structure unlike anything the Horde has constructed. It's an ancient altar, predating the arrival of the Horde by several centuries. To my knowledge, only one member of the original inhabitants remains alive. But that is not relevant to your current mission.



Within this structure, you will find a wall that has been destroyed. Follow it down and find the guardian. Obtain the treasure it protects and come back to me."



Catra stood in front of the half-collapsed stone building. The ruins were clearly old. Much older than all the metal and tubes and broken cables that had been piled on top of it as the Fright Zone had grown around the remains of the structure. From the look of things, it seemed to have been at some point the origin of the Horde's city, with old technology slowly evolving into new, then leaving it behind as the whole headquarters expanded around it.



She carefully stepped in, eyeing the broken columns and collapsed rock warily, as if the shadows would reveal any sign of life within the dusty structure. The walls were all decorated with old paintings of the people that she assumed used to live here. It looked… grand-er once she was inside, and it had probably been intended to impress visitors, but that was hard to accomplish given its diminutive size in comparison with the monolithic technology of the Horde around it. Once you took that away… yeah, it looked more impressive.



She followed the wall carefully until she found the place that Shadow Weaver had described. A caved-in hole that went deeper and deeper until everything faded into darkness even to her eyes. She couldn't smell much from within, only musty dirt and… not much else. Still, Shadow Weaver had said that there was a guardian of some sort in there, so she wasn't going to pretend she was safe.



This might be Horde territory—and she might be a cadet for the Horde—but it had many dangerous secrets that would kill you if you weren't careful… or were just being stupid. "This is stupid," she muttered, crossing her arms and starting to pace back and forth in front of the tunnel. "This is not even my mission, all I need to do is go back. I'll tell Adora that I was just worried about here, and that's all. Shadow Weaver doesn't care about what I do anyway. She always says I'm lazy and just making excuses."



She stopped in front of the collapsed wall, feeling a breeze creep past her ankles and make its way out of the depths below. Ears flattened she gazed accusingly at the waiting tunnel. "Gah! Adora, why did you have to get sick? This is so stupid! You should be here so we could go down there and kill whatever needs killing and Shadow Weaver can just shower you with praise and pretend I'm just a decoration."



'But if Adora is not here and I do it all… can she really still say that?' Taking a long, deep breath to calm herself, Catra squared her shoulders and made her way into the tunnel, carefully measuring every step, and sticking close to the walls. After a few minutes of absolute darkness, she slowly realized that it was getting progressively lighter.



She descended more and more until, surprisingly, she reached another stone hallway, in a much better state than the room above. Small shafts, presumably reaching all the way to the surface, allowed thin rays of light to reach the hallway, which was by no means fully illuminated, but she was able to actually see around her almost clearly.



Something was up ahead. She could feel it moving, even if she couldn't see it or hear it yet. There was some sort of presence lurking in the depths of the cavern, somehow still alive after this whole place had been overtaken by the Horde. Catra hadn't paid much attention to history class. All she knew was that there was some old kingdom that had bent the knee when Hordak had arrived. And that was it.



It had been the smart thing to do. Probably. "I mean," she whispered to herself as she slowed down and crouched, "they're still alive, right? Or one of them is, in any case. Better one than none."



She reached the end of the hall and stopped completely, looking into a vast cavern from the relative safety of the hallway. It was some sort of temple-like structure, with a raised dais directly opposite from her, where some sort of altar stood. It seemed to be designed to hold something large in it, but it was currently empty. "That can't be right," Catra whispered. "Why would Shadow Weaver send me—I mean, Adora—all the way here if whatever was here is already gone?"



No. There had to be a clue. Some sort of hint in the room. It was too quiet for her to just jump in, especially after feeling that presence earlier. The walls.



She switched sides within the entrance to the room to study as much as she could. Several large, crystalline structures decorated the top of the room, glowing slightly red. Sunlight seeped through a larger white crystal at the top of the cavern-turned-temple, illuminating the room and giving her a clear the complex drawings on the walls themselves. They depicted several people, all bowing to their king and queen, who sat on thrones right in front of…



"The Black Garnet?" Catra's whisper was accompanied by dawning realization of where she was, exactly. 'This is the room where they used to keep it! Hordak took it from here and gave it to Shadow Weaver!'



"But what else could she possibly want from here?"



As if answering her question, she noticed a small glint of red on the altar. She narrowed her eyes, focusing. It was… a silver chain, with some sort of gem embedded in it. It was almost black, reminding her of the Black Garnet itself. She glanced around, but there was nothing else of value that she could see, and the mission was very clearly about obtaining something that was being guarded.



But what kind of guardian did that pendant have? She remained still, but couldn't hear anything, and the presence she had felt earlier had quieted completely. There was nothing. No noise, no shifting… other than her own. And yet, there was a sense of anticipation. 'But is it real? Or is it just my imagination?' she thought. She tried to calm herself. The pendant was right there, tempting her with its shiny surface, the way it glittered and drew her in.



She gulped taking a few silent steps back. And then she was running the last few feet into the room, jumping through as fast as she could, rolling on the floor and dashing instinctively to her left just as something smashed the ground right where she had landed. A chittering sound made her hair stand on end, and she barely had time to scream before something large and hard slammed into her, sending her sprawling until she smacked against a rock formation. She coughed and rolled, again barely avoiding whatever had attacked her initially. She glanced at the rock formation… it was gone. Scrambling to her feet, she took off towards the walls, taking a running leap to grab onto a crack on it and then jumping to the next when that exploded into pieces, using her claws to climb higher onto a ledge—and hopefully out of reach—before glancing down at what had attacked her.



"What the hell are you?!" She glared at the creature below her. 'How did it even get here? The Horde should have killed that thing! Is this the stupid guardian Shadow Weaver wanted Adora to kill?'



Giant insects were nothing new. She hadn't faced many, save for the odd creature captured by the Horde on the outskirts of the Whispering Woods, but they were more beetle-like. This thing was… it had pincers and a giant tail with a stinger, and chitin armor and had eight legs like a spider, but spiders shouldn't have tails and pincers!



The creature didn't follow her, choosing to remain in place, but it was ready to attack: its body was tense, and the pincers held forth half open, with its tail raised. She could see a bit of venom glistening on the very tip of the stinger. Around it, she could see the several spots where it had tried to impale her, missed and instead cracked the stone with the sheer power of its strike. 



Catra half-walked, half-crawled along the ledge she had reached, and below her, the monster followed her movements, turning around to face her. She noticed its tail would twitch whenever she made a sudden motion or start moving towards the altar. "I wonder how much control you have over that?"



Slowly a plan formed in her mind, and she smirked. It was risky but she might be able to do it. Catra crawled around the edge until she was at the right angle for her plan to come into effect. The guardian was facing her still, and just behind and to the right of its tail, she could see the altar. She licked her suddenly dry lips. 'Shadow Weaver better appreciate this,'



"Alright bug," she growled, "let's see if you can handle this!"



The bug's pincers and tail twitched again when she set of running along the ledge, it's legs clattering on the floor as it turned fast to follow her movements, but it was reacting, rather than anticipating, and that was exactly what Catra wanted. She moved faster, timing her next move… when the opportunity presented itself, she took a mighty leap, just as the bug finished repositioning to face her. But it was too late for it.



She sailed over its pincers and landed hard right between its eyes. Without wasting a second, she pivoted and launched herself to the right, straight at the altar, just as the creature's stinger smashed into its own skull, cracking through the exoskeleton. The bug screeched for the very first time, ripping its tail from its head and curling onto itself as the damage and poison took their toll.



Catra panted as she turned around from the thrashing creature and studied the pendant she had found. It was silver and the gem in the middle shone with power. Surely a prize worthy of Shadow Weaver's approval.



She glanced at the bug, who had stopped moving completely and grinned.

____________________________________________________________________________



Adora was looking much better when Catra arrived. She slowed down when she noticed that they weren't alone. Shadow Weaver stood next to Adora's bunker bed.



Slowly, Catra made her way into the room, anticipation building within her.



"What do you want, Catra?" Shadow Weaver asked, making her flinch and look away. "Can't you see I'm speaking with Adora?"



"Catra?" Adora turned to face her, smiling weakly. "You made it?"



Remembering what she was bringing with her, Catra straightened and nodded. She smirked confidently and raised her hand, showing both of them the pendant.



"Where did you get that?" Shadow Weaver asked, her voice almost a whisper.



"Catra offered to help me with my mission," Adora explained from where she lay. "We were planning to go together this morning but… well, I got sick."



"I see." Shadow Weaver hovered forward, taking the pendant from Catra's hand. "So you went on your own, into the abandoned Trial Chamber of the Black Garnet…" she said softly. "And the guardian?"



Catra couldn't help but cross her arms and grin. "Dead."



"Most impressive…" Shadow Weaver said, and Catra's eyes went wide. 



'This is it! She's finally going to—'



"...Adora."



"What?!"



Shadow Weaver had turned away from her, and was facing her friend, who was staring at the Horde's second-in-command in utter bafflement. "This is what it takes to be a true leader. When something happens that you cannot avoid, use your—"she tilted her head to glance briefly at Catra "—assets. A brilliant choice, if I say so myself, to send your minion to do your work for you."



She heard Adora's growl. "Catra's not my minion! She's my friend!" But it didn't help the cold feeling in her stomach, or the deep stab of pain in her chest, as if someone had ripped her heart out.



"Of course she is," Shadow Weaver said in that sickening motherly voice of hers that she only used for Adora, clearly dismissing the complaint. "Of course she is. But let's not take away credit where it's due, alright Adora? You did well, my dear." She raised the pendant to study it in the light. "Now, you rest, and I will put this away."



Catra watched Shadow Weaver leave the room, feeling like she had been chewed by a giant lizard, spat and left on the side of the road to die.



"Catra…"



She looked up, feeling numb at Adora, who was looking at her with a worried, hurt look on her face.



"I'm so sorry, when I get better I'll clear it up. You did all the work, I would never—"



"Hey," Catra heard herself say with a laugh, "it's okay. The old hag just…" She gulped. Her usual excuse wasn't coming out as easily as before. "She just—"



Catra didn't finish speaking, she walked up to the bunker and fell to her knees next to it, burying her head into the sheets, feeling Adora's stomach under her and her friend's hand stroking her back.



"I just wanted her to acknowledge me," she said, her hands digging into the sheets as Adora kept stroking her back slowly. "I just wanted her to accept me. I thought… if I did this—"



"I know."



"Why Adora?" Catra cried, giving up on holding her feelings back. She felt the sheet getting wet with her tears, but she didn't care. "All I've ever wanted was her approval!"



"I don't know, Catra."



"What did I do wrong?" she asked again, knowing that Adora didn't know. Adora was too kind. Adora cared. Adora loved her. Shadow Weaver… didn't care.



She didn't listen to Adora's words, her thoughts going to the giant bug she had tricked into stabbing itself. And she wondered if she kept trying to please the old hag… maybe one day she'd know how that felt.



Maybe one day she'd get Shadow Weaver to bring around her own doom.



And then, whoever else stood on their way.



One day. It would be her and Adora… and others would do anything to earn their approval.



The End
      

      
   
      Weathering the Storm


      

      
      
         “Knock knock!”



Bow poked his head cautiously around the half-open door, a gentle smile tugging at his lips. Across the room, half-dazed behind a mountain of paperwork, Adora glanced up to meet his gaze and sighed with relief.



“Hey Bow,” she said. “What brings you here?”



“Thought I’d check in on you,” Bow replied, stepping into the office and shutting the door gently behind him. “Frosta was telling me that no one's seen you for days. Had me a little bit worried.” He paused, uncertain. Adora’s eyes had already slid back down to the papers in front of her. “I brought lunch.”



That got a real smile out of her.



“You’re the best, Bow.” Adora reached for the brown bag and peered in for a moment before pulling out an apple. Bow could see the tension fading from her shoulders as she sank her teeth into it: loud, messy relief.



“Better?”



“Muth.”



Smiling, Bow took a seat across from her, taking advantage of Adora’s bliss-closed eyes to assess… well, everything. Bow wasn’t sure what he was looking for at first, but it didn’t take him long to spot the heavy bags under Adora’s eyes, or the two dirty coffee mugs half-hidden behind stacks of paper.



“You need to take a break, Adora,” he said, bracing himself for a stubborn retort. It was almost unnerving when Adora merely fixed him with a dazed, confused stare. “You’re clearly running on empty as it is. I know this work is important…”



And it was important. Brightmoon had never had much in the way of a prison, so when the war was over they’d retrofitted a large Horde base so that they could keep people awaiting trial, and even Adora agreed that conditions in there were tough. When she was told about the sheer amount of paperwork Glimmer’s staff would have to get through before anyone could be brought to trial, she volunteered on the spot.



“… but have you been delegating this at all? It looks like you’ve got enough paperwork in here to keep you busy for months.”



“I can’t delegate this, Bow,” Adora sighed. “Not any more than I already have. I’ve got Scorpia and Kyle helping me, but there’s no other ex-Horde soldiers I trust who were willing to help.”



Bow tried not to let the slight bitterness he felt creep into his voice. “Any reason why I can’t help? Or the paralegals who were supposed to do this in the first place? Because you know we all would in a heartbeat.”



“I appreciate it, Bow,” Adora smiled, not quite reaching her tired eyes. “But this is about character judgement, y’know? We can get through this faster because we know who needs a trial and who was… well, who was like us, but didn’t have the same opportunities to get out that we did.”



Bow’s eyes widened. “You’re still trying to protect people, huh?”



“It’s a way of speeding up the process,” Adora added hastily. “If there are people who don’t need a trial, best to get them out of there fast. Clears up the space in there and takes the load off the courts. Besides, Glimmer specifically requested for me to look through the list for anyone I thought could be trusted-”



“I think she meant, like, people you knew personally.” Bow cocked an eyebrow. “This was probably meant to be, like, one day’s work tops.”



“And that’s not fair, is it?” Adora fired back. “Why should some people get free passes just because they happened to know She-Ra? That’s why I’ve got Kyle and Scorpia interviewing and assessing prisoners, too. Get some more information to make decisions.”



“And let me guess - staying busy in here means you can’t run into Glimmer, right?”



Adora’s eyes were glued to her desk, ashamed, as she muttered, “Not all of us can run back home when we need distance.”



Bow sighed. “You know my dads would be fine with you staying with us for a bit, right? If you wanted to, I mean. We’ve got the space, and they’d probably pay you to translate for them if you wanted to. It’s peaceful out there, but always something to get done. Just how you like it.”



Adora didn’t reply. She was still staring down at her desk, her breaths shallow.



“I know it’s difficult,” Bow said, changing tack, “but Glimmer knows that we both need some time to process everything now, and she’s doing her best to give that to us. When we’re ready, we’ll talk to her. But in the meantime, you need to look after yourself, Adora. I can’t stand seeing my best friend like this.”



Bow’s eyes widened as he saw tears welling in Adora’s eyes. He reached across the table to rest a hand on top of hers, gently squeezing.



“Hey… hey, it’s okay,” he said, softly. “It’s going to be fine, I promise. We’re going to take this one day at a time, and we don’t even have to think about talking to Glimmer if you don’t want-”



“It’s not Glimmer.” Adora’s voice was quiet and trembled on the air like a leaf in a thunderstorm. Her breath hitched, and with the back of her free hand she wiped at her eyes, before hesitantly pushing the top page of the pile in front of her toward him. Bow frowned and looked down, his own breath catching in his throat as he saw the name at top of the form.



“Oh, Adora,” he half-whispered, giving her hand another squeeze. “I’m so sorry.”



Adora’s breath hitched again, and before he knew what he was doing Bow was striding around the desk and wrapping her up in the warmest hug he could muster. By the time she had turned to bury her head in the crook of his neck, Adora was sobbing.



They sat like that for a while, Bow balanced precariously on the edge of her seat, stroking her hair and whispering gentle comforts as she cried. When at last she was done, Adora looked up and offered him a fragile smile in thanks.



“Do you want to go and eat your lunch out by the bay?” Bow asked. “I can make sure nobody disturbs you, if you want. Or if you want a distraction, I can get the whole alliance to come and-”



“Thank you, Bow,” Adora said. “I think just us would be good.”



Bow nodded, standing and offering Adora his arm. She rolled her eyes, but hooked her arm through his anyway, picking up the brown bag with her other hand. As they stepped out of her office, Bow glanced back one last time at the paper that lay abandoned on top of the desk.



He should have known this would happen. Glimmer should have known this would happen, and should never have asked Adora to take this on in the first… No, there was no sense in getting angry with Glimmer again. They were both just lucky he’d been there when the inevitable storm they’d both missed finally hit shore. And he, at least, would be there to help Adora weather it.



Prisoner Release Form

Name: Catra









It took around a week, but he and Adora had finally cleared the mountain of paperwork after he convinced her to let him shoulder some of the burden of reading the character references Scorpia and Kyle had put together, and making initial decisions for her to review. It was good that he had, too - at some point in their haze of paperwork, Adora had let slip that the forms needed to be handed in by the end of the month, and even with Bow’s help she’d only managed to finish a few days before the deadline.



To celebrate, Sea Hawk had insisted on getting everyone together for a night out in Brightmoon (well, almost everyone. She might be a princess, but nobody was going to let Frosta into a cocktail bar. She’d made Adora promise to meet her for lunch tomorrow, as a compromise.) At first, Adora complained that she didn’t have anything to wear - her day to day clothes were hardly the bar’s smart casual dress-code, and her prom dress was definitely a little too much - so Bow arranged a last-minute shopping trip with Scorpia for Adora to fill out her wardrobe.



And Scorpia, as always, delivered.



“You know,” Bow said, smiling as Adora squirmed under the attention, “I reckon with a dress like that, every girl in Brightmoon is going to be falling over themselves to ask you out.”



“Half the girls in Brightmoon are straight, Bow,” she replied, rolling her eyes, but Bow caught the redness on her cheeks.



“Details, details.” Bow waved a hand dismissively, then grinned broadly. “Seriously, Adora, you look great.”



And she did. The long sleeves trailed delicate lace down her arms, and despite its tight fit the whole dress had a fragile beauty to it. Her hair was down - Bow had never seen her voluntarily let her hair down before, and certainly never with it styled nicely, and he was surprised by how different it looked to She-Ra’s endless flowing locks.



Adora smiled. “Come on, you. Let’s not keep Sea Hawk waiting.”



When they arrived at the bar, they were waved over by Scorpia, who was sitting at a table with Mermista, Sea Hawk, Netossa, Spinerella, and a girl Bow didn’t recognise. Adora took a deep breath and strode over, and Bow trailed behind her.



“Hey everyone,” Adora said as she pulled out her chair, her eyes eventually settling on the girl next to her. “I didn’t expect to see you tonight, Lonnie! How are you doing?”



“I’m good,” Lonnie said with a smile, as Bow took a moment to put a face to the name. “Kyle’s telling dumb stories over at the other table, so I reckoned I oughta come and make some new friends.”



“Congratulations, Adora!” Scorpia was grinning broadly. “That was a lot of work to get done, and you powered through it like always.”



“Adora, you really are a very talented young woman,” Sea Hawk declared, standing and raising his glass as Mermista rolled her eyes next to him. “I think perhaps a toast is in order, don’t you? To allowing Adora to finally relax!”



The conversation flowed freely, and people came and went between tables. Bow managed to finally get himself introduced to Kyle, who he was pleasantly surprised to recognise as the only nice guard he’d had when the Horde took him captive. Kyle, to his credit, opened the conversation by apologising profusely, before proceeding to gush about his partner, Rogelio, who loomed quietly beside him.



A few drinks in, Netossa decided (and from the surprised look on Spinerella’s face, it certainly seemed to be a spur of the moment decision) to invite everyone to drinks the next month for their four-year anniversary. Scorpia passed on Entrapta’s apologies for not attending, as well as a detailed report on her attempts to de-condition Hordak, and Adora and Bow shared a number of worried looks. Lonnie quite merrily explained to anyone who wanted to hear what had actually happened in any of Kyle’s stories, and even had Adora chipping in for some of the older ones.



“Pretty good evening so far, wouldn’t you say?” Bow said, climbing onto the stool next to Adora at the bar. Behind them, they could hear Sea Hawk and Mermista arguing, even over the general chatter of the crowd.



“Yeah,” Adora said, smiling. “It’s good to see everyone. And after the week we’ve had, I absolutely needed the chance to unwind.”



Adora swung her handbag up onto the bar, and unclipped it, biting her lip as she dove into it, presumably looking for her purse. Bow would have thought nothing of it, if he hadn’t seen the top of a too-familiar sheet of paper as it poked out of the top of the bag.



“Adora…” he began, carefully, trying not to think about the disappointment that was settling in the pit of his stomach. “What is that?”



Adora froze, swallowed, and took a deep breath.



“I know what you’re thinking-”



“I thought we had finished with all of those? Isn’t that why we came out tonight?”



“Bow, please.” Adora said, looking up at him with wide eyes. “Just let me take my time on this one. I can’t… I haven’t decided what to do yet.”



“It’s Catra, isn’t it.” It wasn’t a question. There was nobody else it could have been. Adora nodded anyway. “Adora, you can’t put this off any longer-”



“I’ve got three days,” Adora said, firmly. “I’ll make up my mind by then, I swear, I just… I just need more time. She doesn’t deserve to be released, I know she doesn’t, but the thought of having the chance to help her and turning it down? It’s too much, Bow.



“And it’s my decision to make. It has to be. So I’ll just keep it on me till then, so nobody accidentally files it away.”



Bow shook his head. “I can’t tell you what to do, Adora,” he said. “Just don’t leave it to the last minute, okay?”



Adora nodded again and paid for her drink, turning away silently and walking back to the table. When Bow made his way back, he decided to join the other table. To give Adora some space, he told himself, as he slid into the space in the corner, next to Perfuma.



“Is everything alright?” Perfuma frowned as he took his seat. “You look worried about something.”



Bow glanced around the table. Opposite Perfuma, Netossa and Spinerella were muttering quietly to each other, smiling; further down the table, Mermista was draped across Sea Hawk’s lap, their lips locked.



“I’m okay. Just a little argument with Adora, that’s all,” Bow said with a sigh. “Are you alright? You don’t have to sit here and be a fifth wheel, y’know.”



Perfuma laughed. “I was talking with Huntara,” she explained. “She’s in the bathroom right now. Although I won’t say I’m not glad to have your company.”



“It feels like it’s been forever since we’ve hung out,” Bow mused. “I think the last time the two of us really talked - y’know, just us - was back at prom.”



“You’re always welcome in Plumeria, you know,” Perfuma said. “I know it can be a little rustic, but-”



“No, rustic’s good.” Bow grinned. “I’d like that a lot. To come and visit, I mean.”



“Good.” Perfuma smiled, her face lit. Not for the first time, Bow was struck by how pretty her smile was; it was warm and welcoming, and filled with an infectious joy, and was so very Perfuma. “Now, what’s this argument you’ve had with Adora? I don’t want to see the two of you falling out.”



“It’s nothing that serious,” Bow said. “I just… keep this quiet, okay, but she hasn’t actually finished all that work. She’s putting off the last form.”



Perfuma frowned. “Why?”



“Catra.”



“Oh.” Perfuma nodded to herself in thought. “Yes, I suppose that would be a difficult one.”



“I just don’t want to see her spend the next few days tearing herself apart over this, you know?” Bow took a sip of his drink, making a face as the sour kick hit. “Or if she spends too long thinking, and misses the deadline? I don’t want her to have to live with all these what-ifs and maybes if she misses her chance to get her old best friend back.”



“You mean like you’re worried you have?”



Perfuma’s voice was quiet, but it cut right to his core.



“I… I miss Glimmer,” Bow said, barely loud enough to hear over the background chatter of the bar. “But I can’t till I’m ready to forgive her. I don’t want to make things worse by snapping at her, or losing my temper, all because I didn’t give myself the time to cool off. But I’m not cooling off, and it’s been months, and I don’t know what to do…”



Perfuma sighed, and wrapped her arms around his shoulders. “Oh, Bow,” she said, and her dark eyes were compassionate and wide and beautiful and sad. “You and Adora, you’re both so hung up on waiting for yourselves to be ready that you’ve stopped living while you wait.”



“Wh-what should I do?” Bow asked.



“What do you want to do?”



And then, almost without thinking, his lips were on hers, and her arms tightened to hold him close, and she tasted like the sweetest of grapes, soft as a petal under his touch. She was a gentle kisser, her lips moving not with a passionate hunger but with quiet, calm certainty. When they pulled apart, Bow wasn’t out of breath, but his whole body felt relaxed.



“I want to live,” he said. “You’re right. I can’t keep putting everything on hold.”



“Is that all?” she asked with a wry smile. He flashed a cheeky grin back at her, feeling the warmth in his cheeks.



“I want to kiss you again.”



And he did.








There was only so long he could avoid seeing Glimmer, he supposed. When Adora told him, a few days later, that Glimmer had summoned her for a meeting about the work she’d done with the prisoner release forms, and Bow wasn’t going to let her go to that without moral support. He just had to keep his cool.



The three of them were sat around the old war table, Bow and Adora on one side, and Glimmer on the other. It seemed to Bow as if Glimmer were very carefully controlling her expression, but she couldn’t hide the disappointment in her eyes.



“Thank you for sorting through all those forms, Adora,” Glimmer said, quietly, after a moment of silence that was too long to be comfortable. “You were much more thorough than I expected. I thought you were just going to look through for people who you’d known.”



“That wouldn’t have been fair on the others.”



Glimmer smiled. “No. And I’m glad you took the time to go through them all like that. It was the right thing to do.



“But I couldn’t help noticing that one form was missing.”



Beside him, Adora tensed, and Bow knew. Of course he knew. Who else could it be? He bit back the urge to scold Adora, and fixed Glimmer with a hard stare instead. She, at least, should have known better.



“I… I couldn’t…”



“Your majesty, what is the point of this meeting?” Bow snapped. “If you’ve just invited Adora here to interrogate her over a missing form-”



“No!” Glimmer’s eyes were wide and afraid, and for a moment Bow’s heart dropped to his stomach. “No, I wanted to help, that’s all. I’d heard she was struggling and I just wanted to know if she’d decided not to release Catra or if she’d missed the deadline.”



“Why does it matter?” Adora asked, quietly, her voice shaking and her eyes glistening with tears. “We all know she did awful things. She deserves whatever punishment she gets.”



“Is that what you want?” Glimmer asked. “Adora, you’ve been through so much. And I know that part of that is my fault, and I wanted to try and make it up to you, so… you have my permission to be selfish, Adora. I should have made that clearer when I gave you those forms.”



Bow turned to Adora, and wrapped an arm protectively around her shoulders. “Whatever you decide, I’ll support you,” he said. “I’ll help however you need me. You know that.”



“I want Catra.” The words were quiet, too quiet, too fragile for Adora, but they were unmistakably hers.



Across the table, Glimmer clapped. The heavy doors swung open behind her, and there, flanked by guards and dressed in plain prison clothes, stood Catra. Adora stared up, transfixed, her eyes still damp and her lips barely parted in disbelief.



"We'll give you two a moment," Bow said, shooting a dark look at Glimmer as he gave Adora one last, reassuring squeeze. Glimmer nodded, and the two of them stepped out into the corridor, the guards closing the door behind them.



For a moment, all was quiet.



"I'm so-"



"Did you-"



They both chuckled, catching themselves mid-sentence. Glimmer made a vague gesture with her hands. "After you."



"Did you really expect Adora to let herself be selfish?"



Glimmer sighed. "Yeah. I had no idea what she'd gotten herself into until I spoke with the others a few days ago. She's been avoiding me as much as you have lately, so I didn't even notice she'd locked herself away like that. Not," she added hesitantly, "that I blame you two for that. At all. You both need your space."



"Thank you." Bow took a deep breath. "I think I needed to hear that from you."



"Mmm, Perfuma said that you might," Glimmer said, quietly. Bow's eyes widened, and Glimmer chuckled and shot him a sly smile. “What? Did you really think you could hook up with one of my friends and I wouldn’t hear about it? Besides, she was worried about the two of you.”



Bow felt his cheeks burn. “It… it was just a one-time thing, I wasn’t-”



Glimmer laughed, full and loud and happy, like a peal of bells ringing in celebration, and it sounded like home. “She said,” she managed between breaths. “I was just teasing you, you dork.”



Bow huffed and folded his arms. “This is precisely why I’ve been avoiding you,” he said, before cracking into a wide grin. “I’ve missed you.”



“I’ve missed you too,” Glimmer replied. “Do you think we can try being friends again? Or do you need a bit more space?”



Bow bit his lip. “Can we take it one day at a time?”



And in that moment, Bow could have sworn that there was nothing more precious on all of Etheria than her smile.
      

      
   
      A Song for the Unforeseen


      

      
      
         You are nothing


A creation story:



Nucleotides swarm blindly, collide with their lined-up matching parters, bond together. One falls out of place, an accident, an unforeseen event.



A mutation in the Sv13.3 codon. The effects cascade down through the genome to the organism. Variant proteins in the skin and muscle tissue. A metabolic pathway broken. Overproduction of certain neurotransmitters. The result: Skin discolouration, physical weakness, propensity to exhaustion – all only manifesting after several years – and anxiety.



The scientific perspective helps. I am my lowest point. I see no way out. I can neither move nor see nor hear: All I have is my mind and memories, and the awareness that I will soon lose those too when I am rewritten and recycled to be used for whatever purpose You see fit.



I should give in.

You are nothing


But …



There is one thing, one memory, I don't want to leave behind – even though thinking of her is too painful.



The thing I always loathed about You was how easy You found everything. The gentleman conquerer of ten thousand stars. Always suave, always calm, always confident. I was You, so why could I never summon that grace? Even as ruler of my own parody empire, it never came to me.



A memory – 



I kneel, head bowed, before Your throne. The noise – is it the background electric hum that's always been there, or my own ears ringing? – seems deafening. “The rebels had more ships than our intel suggested. I could not possible have foreseen –”



“Could not have foreseen?” Your voice – my voice, but as smooth as a talon – commands silence. “No. We are the forces of order. The unforeseen is exactly what we are here to eradicate. No excuses, little brother. You acted rashly when you saw the ships. We lost Kronos because you made an error of judgement.”

You are nothing


A minute ember of something, anger or surprise or pride, lights up. I know it is unwise to speak back, but I do anyway: “That is impossible. We are the same!”



“We are not.” You call up a display – a medical file. “When I heard you lost the battle of Kronos, I had a test done on your DNA. You are an unwelcome mutation.” You stop speaking to me and address the guards beside me. “It would be foolish to waste the body before it begins to decay. Remove its memory and find a use for it.”



But I remembered.



I do not know why. It scarcely mattered. I fought anyway. I would have died to serve You. But I could not even do that.

You are nothing


When I crawled from the the wreckage of that ship to find a planet of primitives, I rejoiced. Their feeble grasp of the technological treasures bequeathed to them would make them a perfect resource. They would be easy to control.



Etheria was nothing.



But who is the emperor of nothing?



And who is the man who fails to become the emperor of nothing?

You are nothing


You are nothing


Another memory – 



I stand on the brink of victory. I stand alone in my sanctum, working on my cannon.



My hands are trembling. I have to keep steadying them. The work is pointless: The cannon is already lethal. Increasing its power output will only damage it. I know this, but I do so anyway. I need a weapon that will contain all the force of my grief and rage.



It will not come close.



When I finally connect the cannon to my arm, I hesitate. I am more powerful than I have ever been. I am weaker than I have ever been.



Catra betrayed me. I should have foreseen she would. She lied to me before. She has no sense of loyalty. And yet I allowed myself to trust her!



An error of judgement. Pathetic.

You are nothing


I stride over to the computer terminal to summon her. I will have my revenge. But even as I do it, I know that this, too, is a failure.



You would never waste Your time on revenge. You would never let yourself get manipulated like this. You would never get attached. That is the source of Your power.



“Catra. Come to my sanctum immediately,” I say.



It is an order, but I know I am no longer the master here. Not even on this backward planet. I am the plaything of Entrapta, of Catra, even of this ridiculous reptile mercenary.

You are nothing


But it's worse than that.



Another memory –



I sit on my throne as Shadow Weaver explains:



“My Lord, Thaymor has fallen as I knew it would. Our forces are poised to move on Bright Moon.”



“Good. You have done better than I had hoped for, Shadow Weaver, and your reward shall be commensurately great. I will leave this matter in your capable hands. Tell me when this rebellion had been crushed.”



“As you ask, my Lord.”



I return to my sanctum, feeling stronger than I have done in weeks. The portal machine stands almost ready. It only requires a few finishing touches before I activate it. A few days work, at most – and by the sound of it, the rebellion will be over by then.



Working on the frequency regulator, I say, “Try the –” and then stop. Imp looks up at me curiously. To whom was I speaking? I work alone and have since arriving at this backwater planet. I feel a pang of loss. Why?

You are nothing


It does not matter. As I work I begin thinking about You, and how I will greet You when I send the message. “Brother, I have been working tirelessly for you. I offer you this planet, conquered in your name, and all its treasures.”



That reality unravelled from the tensions of trying to fulfil incompatible dreams. But before it did – that was my dream.



And what was it? Not to conquer everything, but to return and eg. It was not the dream of an emperor, but a servile pet, begging to be acknowledged by an indifferent master.

You are nothing


My circumstances may change, but what I am will always haunt me.

You are nothing


I lost her. No matter what I do, I'll still be alone.

You are nothing


I am nothing.

You are nothing


You are nothing


You are nothing


You are nothing


You are nothing


You are nothing


You are nothing


You are nothing


You are nothing


You are nothing


You are nothing


You are nothing


A memory –



I run up the hillside. Wind rushes through my hair. There are screams. Plumes of smoke like withered fingers point to the sky.



I crest the hill to see the villagers. Robots move between the hovels. Its embattled defenders remain more out of bewilderment than hope. They do not notice me.



How good it feels to be out here, moving properly once more, active on the battlefield. After so much time skulking in the shadows, I had almost forgotten these joys. This was her gift to me.

You are nothing


The thought stings. I push it away, lift my cannon, and fire on the defenders.



At sight of me, as much as my power, destroys the last of their morale. They retreat. I laugh as I stride down the slope and into the village.

You are nothing


By that point, Catra was my second in command. How did that happen? Only a few months before, she had been cowering in a cell, awaiting her death. What changed?



Entrapta intervened on her behalf. And Catra responded to that with betrayal … 

You are nothing


No, but there was something more than that. I expected she would die in the Crimson Waste. I did not foresee her return.



I am loath to admit it, but there is something impressive about Catra. Even in the most hopeless situation, she is is always looking for a way to turn it to advantage.



Given the opportunity, I would kill her. But I also know I should learn from her.

You are nothing


One more memory – 



Entrapta and I are in my sanctum, working on some minor issue of calibration that we have both decided is absolutely essential to fix before we continue work on the portal machine.



It is becoming easier to speak well of her.



“With your understanding of this technology,” I say, “you could rule this world. You could have taken over this backward planet long ago.”



“Maybe,” she says. Her hair fluffs out “Oh! Let's try putting the signal from that piece of tech on a feedback loop.”



“What … would that accomplish?”



“I don't know. But it'll be interesting!”



I acquiesce. I suppose it will indeed be … interesting. “I will make the necessary connections. And – why haven't you?”



“Why haven't I what?”



“Taken over this backward planet.”



“Oh, I don't know. I don't want to rule. Too much to stuff to worry about. I only ruled Dryl because I didn't know what else to do with it.” She waves her hand dismissively. “You can do what you want with it.”



I stare at her. “But what is the purpose of gaining knowledge if you do not use that knowledge?”



“Because it's interesting!” she says, and lowers her mask to start rewiring the signal routers.



“But to know everything is to control the world. To anticipate everything! To make sure no variable is unforeseen! Does that not sound like perfection?”



“That sounds …” She pauses to finished her task, then lifts her mask and turns back to look at me. “ … really boring.”



I see from her smile that another lecture of enthusiasm is about to be unleashed; I refuse to show how happy that makes me.



“Seeing something you didn't predict is the fundamental driver of all scientific progress! Without it, science would not exist! There would be no room to theorise, and no way to overturn an existing theory.”



“Perhaps,” I say. I have held to this idea of perfect control since my creation. It is more then a little jarring to see it so blithely dismissed by the one creature on this pathetic planet whose thoughts I actually value.



“And, and it would be impossible to get rid of unforeseen variables anyway! Even if you had an all-encompassing scientific theory, you would never be able to account for every situation, because of complexity, because when you've got more than ten to the twenty-three variables there is always something unexpected. Take your cloning technology for example – I've been reading your database – like all cellular mechanisms it still relies heavily on stochastic processes in terms of interactions between proteins and nucleotides, and that means that even with perfect engineering there will still be impossible-to-predict events! Like your creation, for instance. And – ”



I stop working. I look up at her.

You are nothing


It takes a few moments before she realises and stops chattering.



“No, no,” she says, dropping her work and coming over. “I didn't mean it like that. It's a good thing! In all the universe, Despondos and your home dimension, there is no other being like you.”



I notice her hand is on mine. After more of a hesitation than I would like, I pull away. “Finish what you were doing,” I say. “Let's complete the experiment.”



So we do, and the result does turn out to be interesting. And explosive.

You are nothing


For most of my time on Etheria, my goal was simple, as clear and sharp as a blade of glass: Conquer, prove myself, return home. The science was intractable stubborn, and refused to bend to my will. She reversed that: Scientific difficulties fell before her onslaught like defenceless villages. But my clarity of purpose faded. I had at last the power – but I was no longer sure how to use it.



I was a fool for turning away. I saw something new and out of cowardice, rather than will, I turned away.

You are nothing


I let Catra deceive me, even though I knew her to be untrustworthy. I did not even investigate to see if she was telling the truth.

You are nothing


An utter fool.

You are nothing


I am, and have always been, in a tizzy.

You are nothing


But I am not nothing.

You are nothing


She understands the world better than I do. And therefore better than you do, Brother. And she saw value in me. I don't know why, but I trust her.

You are nothing


Etheria has value; its inhabitants are worth learning from. I will learn from Catra – I will turn this situation to my advantage.



The last time I went through reconditioning, I kept my memory through force of will. And I will do the same again.

You are nothing


If I am right about Entrapta, she will have survived Beast Island. I need only find her. And when I do, not even you will be able to stop us.

You are nothing


The scales have fallen from my eyes. I have always been in my element with nothing to rely on but myself. I am the armed will made manifest. I have no need of you. The sole exception is Entrapta.

you are nothing you are nothing you are


We are the snake that eats itself, Brother. An unforeseen change from your plan, your failed attempt to control everything, became my exile, my torment, my downfall. And my return will become your annihilation.



I will remember.



I will find her.



I will remain on Etheria.



I will remove you.

you are nothing you are nothing you are nothing you are nothing you are nothing you are nothing you are nothing you are nothing I am nothing I am nothing I – 


And, with her by my side, I will conquer everything.
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