
      A Wasted Day


      

      
      
         Scorpia woke up, her back aching. 



She had fallen asleep again in the nest of blankets and pillows that Catra called her bed, which was undeniably comfy but also hell on her spine. As she yawned and stretched, cracking her back, she could smell the scent of coffee in the air. With that inspiration it only took her a few minutes further to untangle her tail from a blanket and roll out of bed.



Outside the tent, Catra was sipping her coffee from a battered tin mug. She nudged a second mug, already filled with the same, and Scorpia smiled, carefully picking it up with her pincers.



“Good job on the mission yesterday,” Catra said, still gazing off at where the sun was rising over the rocky expanse of the Crimson Waste. “Those parts you retrieved should keep everything going for a while.”



“Of course! It was no problem at all. I think the metal plating on the old ship had kept out other scavengers, but…” She clacked her pincer together with satisfaction.



Catra set her coffee down and then turned to look up at Scorpia directly. Something like amusement flickered in her eyes. “So then, what about the other job?”



“The other job? Wh—” Scorpia almost dropped her coffee. “I mean. Yes, absolutely! The other job. The other job that’s also done. A-okay, cap’n!” She saluted with one claw, trying to ignore the sweat dripping down her neck.



Catra smirked, one eyebrow raising. “Uh huh.”



“Trust me, it’s all taken care of.” Scorpia forced a big smile.



“Right. Well, I’m going for a walk. How about you just check on that other job for me? Just to be one-hundred-and-ten percent sure.”



“Glad to!” Scorpia bit her lip. “Especially since it’s absolutely definitely already taken care of. Won’t take me more than a moment!”



Catra strolled off, waving lightly over her shoulder, and Scorpia finally let out a breath.



Now she just needed to figure out what she was supposed to do.








“Entrapta?” Scorpia called out. “Yoo-hoo, are you there?” She peered into the cave that Entrapta had claimed as her research base, wary about just walking in. One of Entrapta’s current projects were a series of booby-traps meant to protect their small camp, and she had a terrible habit of testing them out on people who came to visit her.



Gingerly, Scorpia stepped inside, her eyes adjusting to the dimness. This place always gave her the willies, like it was the nest of some kind of beast made up of cables and steel.



“Maybe I’ll just come back— Aaah!”



Something had rolled out of the darkness, clanking into a metal beam and then swerving to thump against her.



But when Scorpia looked down, it was just Emily. She patted the robot on the head and it burbled some static up at her as it tilted to its side and slowly rotated in a circle.



“Whoa there girl, are you okay?”



Scorpia leaned down and plucked something off the metal of Emily’s… forehead? Upper carapace? Whichever. It was a small fridge magnet, emblazoned with “VISIT SCENIC FRIGHT ZONE,” and Scorpia frowned and crunched it to bits in a pincer. “There you go, you should feel better now.”



Emily chirped up a response, rubbing affectionately against Scorpia’s side.



“Now do you have any idea where Entrapta went? I really need to ask her about— Aaaaaaah!”



A red-eyed spider had dropped from the ceiling right as she turned around. It took a moment for her to recognize that it was just her friend, suspended by her hair. 



“I really hate this place,” Scorpia muttered.



“If you reticulate both splines, it may assist in a more accurate calibration of the refractory matrix,” Entrapta said in response.



“What?”



Entrapta tilted her head, then lifted the mask off her face to reveal a huge grin. “Scorpia! I didn’t see you there! How can I help you?” 



“Right… I just wanted to check up on you. You got the all the parts you needed from yesterday?”



“Ooo, yes. And you’re not going to believe what I discovered. I think the torque applicator is going to increase the output of my prototype sandcruiser by a factor of five!”



“That’s great,” Scorpia said, “but I wanted to ask something else. Was there… some other job I was supposed to do for you?”



Entrapta sucked in her breath in total surprise. “How did you know? There is!”



“Oh, wonderful,” Scorpia said, sighing in relief. “What was it?”



Entrapta pointed at a workbench on the other side of the room. “Can you hand me that wrench?”



Scorpia blinked. She walked over, picked up a wrench, and walked back to give it to her friend.



“Wonderful!” Entrapta chirped, and then she pulled herself up by her hair, busy tinkering with something in the nest of machinery attached to the ceiling.



Scorpia waited. “Is that all?” she called up.



“Yup!”



“Hm.”








They kept the buffadillos in a small canyon off to the east, the natural rock walls working better as a pen than any fence would. The a single one of the strange hybrid animals could keep the whole camp fed for weeks, but they also had a habit of curling up into scaly balls and rolling around wildly, careening into anything and everything.



When Scorpia arrived, she saw Rogelio standing by the fence at the narrow canyon mouth, wearing an improbable cowboy hat. Kyle was on the other side, currently screaming as he tried to stay mounted on one particularly scrawny buffadillo as it thrashed and rolled.



Rogelio tipped his hat as he saw Scorpia.



“Hey.” She couldn’t help but also watch Kyle for a moment. “Is he okay?”



Rogelio shrugged.



“Alright. So I wanted to check on the herd. They don’t… need anything, do they?”



Rogelio looked at her quizzically. In the distance, Kyle had fallen off, and now he was being chased around in circles by two more buffadillos.



“Like maybe there was something I was supposed to do? None of them have gone missing lately, right?”



Rogelio shook his head.



“We checked them for ticks? Scrubbed their scales? Fed them and watered them?”



This time a nod.



Kyle had climbed on top of a boulder, and practically the whole herd circled around, taking turns ramming the rock to try and knock him off.



“Well,” Scorpia said. “Seems like everything’s totally normal here.”



Rogelio yawned, and went to go get a lasso to retrieve Kyle.








When Scorpia made it back to the camp, she was positively dejected. She was double-checking every mental checklist she could imagine, and everything seemed to be perfectly handled. She used both her claws and tail to count as she ran through the most essential needs. The camp had its parts, its food supply, its… 



She saw Lonnie standing at the old well at the center of their encampment. Water!



“Need any help?” she said, walking over.



“Nope,” Lonnie said. She hauled on the rope, lifting up a bucket full of water.



“You sure? I feel like there’s something I need to do. That you need help with. Is the well broken? Can I fix it?”



Lonnie frowned at her. “It’s a well. It’s got water in it. It’s working.”



“Could it be working better?



Lonnie raised an eyebrow.



Scorpia let out a sigh and her shoulders slumped. “Fine. Have you heard any news about the Waste? Is Huntara back? Tung Lashor and his goons causing any more problems?”



“It’s all quiet.”



Scorpia’s eyes lit up. “Perhaps too quiet?”



Lonnie sat the bucket down, then leaned back against the well, crossing her arms. “Scorpia, what’s wrong?”



“Um,” Scorpia said, twiddling her claws. “It’s just that Catra was asking about some job I was supposed to do. And I can’t for the life of me remember what it was.”



Lonnie let out an exasperated sigh. “Did you try asking her?”



“I can’t just ask her!”



“Why not?”



“Because…” Scorpia waved her claws vaguely. “It’s Catra!”



Lonnie rolled her eyes. “I think she’d rather you ask than fail to do whatever it is she wanted.”



“I just don’t want to disappoint her.”



The look on Lonnies face softened for a moment. “Look Scorpia, you know as well as any of us… The Crimson Waste has changed her. She used to have such a stick up—” Lonnie cleared her throat, glancing around for a moment. “Well, she’s mellowed out a lot here. In a good way.”



“Yeah, that’s true.”



“Even if it took her a year or so,” Lonnie grumbled. “How long has it been now?”



And Scorpia blinked. “That’s it.”



“What’s it?”



But Scorpia just grabbed Lonnie by the shoulders, swinging her in a circle as she whooped. About halfway around, Scorpia tripped over the full bucket of water, splashing it everywhere. “Whoops!” she shouted, and then laughed. “Sorry! Gotta run!” And she dashed off once again.



Lonnie let out a long sigh, but as she wiped off the bucket and dropped it back in the well, she still had a smile on her face.








It was evening by the time Catra wandered back. Scorpia was waiting outside the tent, now watching the other direction. That was one of the benefits of the biggest tent in camp - it was located up at the highest point of the camp, where you could see both the sun rise and set. Right now, the sun had just dipped behind a gargantuan skeleton in the distance, and the horizon was painted in shades of orange and red.



“So?” Catra asked, strolling up to stand beside Scorpia. To Scorpia’s mild surprise, Catra was smiling too, gazing off at the sunset. “Did you actually do that other job?”



Scorpia sheepishly rubbed the back of her head with a claw. “You know what? To be completely honest, I spent most of the morning scrambling around, trying to figure out what I had overlooked.”



“Yeah, I figured.” Catra leaned over and flicked Scopia lightly on the arm. “I can’t believe such a scatterbrain is my best friend.”



A warmness spread in Scorpia’s chest. “Yeah, well, I did remember it in the end.”



“Yeah?”



“Today is the two year anniversary of our decision to stay in the Crimson Waste.”



Catra grinned. “Sure is.”



Scorpia moved back and pulled open the tent’s flap. Inside, a low table with fluffy pillows around it was set with silverware and two glasses of wine. Scorpia had prepared a light salad, grilled a sandsalmon just the way Catra liked, and finished with a couple of pieces of chocolate cake.



Catra grinned. “Perfect,” she said. And she turned, standing on her tiptoes. Scorpia felt the slightest brush of lips against her cheek.



Scorpia’s whole face went beet-red, and she was at a total loss for words. When Catra took her hand, pulling her into the tent, she felt a little like she was floating on air. Behind them, the flap of the tent swung shut once again.

















Scorpia woke up, her back aching. 



As always, she had sleeping on the metal bench that the Horde provided as a bed, and it was hell on her spine. Each Horde soldier was issued exactly one threadbare blanket, and you had the choice each night of trying to use it as bedding underneath you or as warmth on top of you, because it wasn’t big enough for both.



She got up, groaning as she stretched and cracked her back. She had been having the most wonderful dream again, but the more she tried to cling to it, the more it seemed to slip out of her grasp. She frowned, letting out a sigh, and then laid down again, trying to slip back into that space. If she just had five more minutes…



A sudden banging on her door caused her to jerk upright again. “Catra wants to see you,” a voice shouted through the metal. “And you should come fast, she’s pissed.”



Scorpia hurriedly reached for her uniform and force captain badge. She could dream later.



She had a job to do.
      

      
   
      Jobs and Destiny


      

      
      
         Jobs and Destiny




The Battle for Bright Moon felt like a lifetime ago, even if it had been just mere hours, and although they had been victorious, there was still much to take care of, especially after all the effort to save the castle and its surrounding areas without more damage.



        Glimmer walked next to Adora—in her She-Ra form, as they picked up odd ends and pieces—her thoughts on the latest battle, the revelation of the Runestone in the Fright Zone and the loss of their friend, Entrapta on top of everything that they needed to do and prepare.



	It was almost too much, so she instead focused on the current job, and her muttering companion.



	"You know, I used to like tanks before I joined the rebellion," She-ra muttered, "in fact, I still generally like them, just much less than before," She added, picking up the next sixty-five-ton piece of trash in line with one hand and carrying it over to where they were piling the scrap metal and remains of the Horde's attempt to take Bright Moon. "They're really sweet pieces of technology, and a competent commander can do a lot with them and a good head for tactics and terrain retention."



	Glimmer marched up next to her, dropping the several smaller pieces of equipment she had fished out from the lake. "I take it circumstances have changed?"



	"Well… yes. Now I have to pick up after them."



	"Right." Glimmer sighed and glanced around. They had pushed back the Horde with their last, desperate defence, but Bright Moon was going to require a lot of work before the place was remotely close to normal. The walls needed to be rebuilt, the destroyed remains of the attacking force disposed of, the fires put out… still, she couldn't help but smile as she watched the other princesses—her friends—doing their part to make it happen.



	After the loss of Entrapta in The Fright Zone, it was good to see the energy and solidarity that flowed between all members of the Princess Alliance as they concentrated their efforts after the long, almost-lost, fight.



	Mermista parted the waters to allow guards and volunteers to fish out Horde equipment, while Perfuma encouraged the Whispering Woods to grow strong again, restoring the vegetation where the tanks, robots and armies had trampled it on their way to attack them.



	Frosta was currently assisting Spinnerella and Netossa at the castle, working together to clear debris out of the way for an easier time rebuilding. Her mother and the captain were inside Bright Moon, recuperating, while Bow…



	"Adora?"



	She-Ra tossed another robot to the pile and glanced over her shoulder at her. "Yeah?"



	"Have you seen Bow?"



	Her friend nodded. "Yeah he was… huh."  She frowned and glanced around, blinking. "I thought he was picking up tech, but he's—" Her eyes widened. "Oh my gosh, I think I crushed him with a tank!"



	"What?!" Glimmer screeched as the pair ran over to the big pile of scrap metal. "Bow! Answer me!"



	"Please don't be crushed!" Adora added desperately, hastily moving the tanks, robots and armor out of the way until a new pile had been erected to the right of the old one. "Come on, come on, Bow! Answer me!"



	"Us!" Glimmer shouted. "Answer us!"



	"Right!"



	"Yes! You must answer our call!"



	Adora and Glimmer stopped and turned to look at Seahawk, who was eagerly moving small pieces of metal from one pile to the other. When he noticed their gazes, he slowed down and blinked. "What's wrong?"



	"We killed Bow!" Glimmer said. "It's not funny!"



	Seahawk gasped. "You killed Bow? But how?" he asked, his hand flying to touch his chest. "Why, it wasn't long ago that I saw him assisting the muralists inside the castle!" He fell to his knees, tears streaming down his face. "Oh, Bow! What cruel fate has ta—"



	Glimmer shook him by the shoulders before he could continue. "Wait, you said he was inside the castle?"



	Seahawk simply nodded quickly, and she released him. "Come on, Adora, let's go check."



	She-Ra nodded. "Sure."



	Just as the pair started walking away, the pile of robots and destroyed mechs collapsed behind them, drawing the attention of all the other people working in the vale. She-Ra chuckled self-consciously. "You know… why don't you go to the castle and find Bow? I'll stay here and finish cleaning up?"








Bow leaned in, eyes narrowed as the brush came up to the surface of the wall. "Easy now, Bow… the wall is damaged enough that if you brush too hard the mortar will crumble and there's no way we're keeping that painting intact…"



	"BOW!"



	"Gah!" Glimmer's shout made him and several other people in the room flinch, and he almost dropped his brush. It took him a few precious seconds of desperately bouncing it in his hands to finally be able to grasp it firmly enough to allow him to glance down the long ladder at Glimmer, who was standing below, arms akimbo and tapping her foot angrily. 



	"There you are!" She all but growled. "Why are you here? We've been searching for you all this time! You should be outside, helping clean up! What if we throw out some important piece of equipment?"



	Bow desperately waved his arms, trying to get his friend to lower her volume, and quickly made his way down the ladder to her. "Glimmer," he hissed in an almost whisper, "you shouldn't be here! This area is closed to the public!"



	"I'm not 'the public', Bow, this is my castle!"



	"What I mean is, there's people working here on very detailed things a—"



	"Mister Bow."



	Bow cringed at the new voice and half turned to face the old, hunched robed man making his way towards them, an impatient look in his leathery, wrinkled face. "What is the meaning of this? The painting of the Return of Teela-Na is not going to repair itself, is it?"



	"N-no, Master Varnish," Bow said, grimacing. "I was um, just talking t—"



	"Ah, Princess Glimmer." Master Varnish's frown was immediately gone. "Thank you for stopping by, but I'm afraid that I was very specific to your mother when I requested we were not interrupted. The work right now is essential for the survival and restoration of our historical paintings and murals. I'm sure you understand the necessity of a more… quiet ambiance for this kind of work."



	For the first time Glimmer seemed to notice the other historians in the room, all paused in the middle of their work and glancing in her direction with unreadable faces. "Oh. Um. I-I just came for Bow, he's supposed to be helping outside an—"



	"Oh, nonsense," Master Varnish said, wrapping an arm around Glimmer and walking her gently to the entrance with Bow close behind them. "I understand you'd like him to help you, but I'm an old man and I need someone with good hands to work on this."



	'Please don't say anything. Please don't say anything!'  Bow thought desperately, glancing from Glimmer's frowning face to Varnish's smiling one.



	"But Bow's our specialist with machines," Glimmer argued, making Bow's stomach turn to ice. "His job right now is out there. He should be investigating the mechanica—"



	"I understand how valuable he is, your highness," Varnish interrupted. "But even if it looks like anyone could do most of the jobs here, I require the assistance with someone of a… meticulous nature, and Bow's um… mechanical inclinations—" he glanced behind his back at Bow, giving him a questioning look and making him cringe even more "—make him a perfect candidate to be my substitute." His smile faded into a sad frown, and his shoulders sagged as if he were suddenly exhausted. "You wouldn't want this old man to break an arm attempting to climb up that ladder, would you?" He motioned with his hand to the ladder that Bow had been at the top of, several feet off the ground.



	"I-I suppose not, bu—"



	"I sincerely thank you for your understanding, Princess," Master Varnish said immediately, interrupting her once again. "I promise I will return Bow to you post haste, once he has finished helping me with this project."



	Glimmer looked conflicted, and Bow felt for her. Master Varnish was a crafty old man, always willing to use his age and apparent frailty to get away with emotionally blackmailing others to do his whim.



	Finally, the princess sighed and rubbed her temple, glaring slightly at Bow. "Fine. I think I can spare him for a day."



	"...or two."



	Her glare turned to Master Varnish, who wasn't moved at all, keeping his 'gentle-elderly-smile-number-three' in place without flinching.



	"Or two." Glimmer sighed. "Fine. Fine. Okay! I'll go. But Bow," she pointed at him with her finger.



	"Y-yes?"



	"You and I are going to have a talk, understand?"



	"Yes, Glimmer!"



	And with that, she burst into purple glitter which faded into nothing. Bow released a breath he hadn't realized he was holding. Then immediately sucked in air with a wheeze when Master Varnish turned to face him, a smile number three gone, and replaced by a scowl of disappointment. "Anything you want to tell me, boy?"



	"Ah-I, n-no! There's nothing to say, Master V-Varnish! Why don't we go back to our work and—"



	"We will speak of this now." Master Varnish rolled his shoulders back, standing straight and adding another head to his stature. His frailty was completely gone as he faced the other curators and historians. "Back to work."



	Without a word, and only the shuffling of robes, they were back at their projects, not even sparing them a glance. Master Varnish motioned for Bow to follow him deeper into the damaged section of the castle, until they were well outside of earshot of the others, then further into a side room that had survived unscathed, where he ushered him in before closing the door behind them.



	Had Bow not known they were still at Bright Moon, he would have assumed that he was back again at Master Varnish's study at the University, shifting from foot to foot and glancing at all the ancient scrolls, half-fixed paintings, pieces of vases and occasional rusty weapons. He had made the place his own, from the stacked shelves full of scrolls and books, to the sturdy table where he had many, many notes and designs relevant to the renovation outside laid out in apparent chaos.



	He shouldered past Bow and took a seat, motioning with his hand at the other chair in the room, which creaked under Bow's weight when he sat heavily on it. They sat in silence for a moment before Varnish shifted. "Bring us some tea, Bow."



	Bow sighed, and stood up, ambling over to the end of the room where a portable magical heater waited. It didn't take long for the water to heat up to the perfect temperature and soon he was back at the table with two steaming mugs of Master Varnish's favorite brew.



	"So, a mechanical specialist?" the old man asked eventually. 



	Bow felt himself slump in defeat. "Yeah."



	Varnish shook his head. "It shouldn't surprise me," he said, "your interests were never in the history behind what you were working on, despite the care you took to work on things."



	"Yeeeeah," Bow said, rubbing the back of his head, "about that, I would really appreciate it if—"



	"What?" Varnish interrupted, narrowing his eyes. "If I didn't tell George that his son is definitely not historian material?" he snorted, surprising Bow. "You've met the man, if I were the one to tell him, and broke his heart like that, he would not be pleased with you, and Lance…" He shook his head. "No, Bow, you'll need to tackle that problem when you face your parents. It's not a weight you should place on someone else's shoulders." He sipped his tea carefully, making sure it was not too hot before humming and taking a deeper drink. "I assume you have plans to visit them?"



	Bow cleared his throat. "In a couple of months, yeah."



	"And the princess? Does she know anything about your past?"



	"No," Bow said, and he looked up, "please don't tell her either. I-I will at some point, it just… never seems to be the right moment."



	Varnish shook his head. "You're going to be disappointing a lot of people if you keep this up."



	Bow shook his head and sighed. "I know."



	"So why did you offer to help, if you knew it would possibly cause trouble with the princess, Bow?" the old master asked.



	Bow grimaced and took a sip of tea. Instead of looking at Master Varnish, his eyes strayed to the notes and scrolls on the desk. "I knew you'd need the help. I might've taken that apprenticeship with you out of desperation to hide from my parents, but you did teach me a lot… and without your classes, I wouldn't be able to read or interpret half of what I know of the First One's artifacts."



	Varnish scoffed, waving his hand dismissively. "It's technology, Bow, you'd find a way without me."



	"Maybe?" Bow ran his tongue across his lips nervously. "But if you hadn't given me that chance, I wouldn't have been here all those years ago when you came for the first restoration of the Moonstone chamber."



	Varnish chuckled. "I remember that well… I also remember you were particularly bad at following directions and focusing on your job. I remember you disappearing several times during that first trip, and on every trip since until you moved here."



	Bow felt his smile return as the memories flooded his mind. Meeting Glimmer for the first time. Exploring the castle with her, getting caught. Being taught how to use a bow and arrow by a guard. Every return to the castle, where he would spend more time with her than concentrating on his assigned duties. "Master?"



	"Hm?"



	"How come you and the others never chided me over that?" Bow asked, curious. He looked up to see the old man's face as his pursed lips changed into a nostalgic smile.



	"Look at us, Bow," Varnish said, "we're a bunch of old people. The few younger ones are dedicated to the craft. We all know this was not your calling, but you worked hard despite that. You earned everyone's respect, and our desire for you to find your own path. When we saw you fiddling with old machines in front of the Queen and Princess we knew where you wanted—no, where you should be, and we tried to encourage that." He chuckled again. "Sometimes we old folk get too preoccupied with what we need to do and deprive the younger ones from their chance to find themselves." He looked up at Bow and shrugged. "And you found yourself here."



	Bow gulped as a gentle feeling of warmth spread through his face. "I-thank you."



	"Don't mention it." Varnish said. Then frowned. "And I mean it. Really. Don't. Last thing I need is those clowns outside thinking I've gone soft."



	Bow straightened up. "Yes, sir!"



	"Now." Varnish pointed to the door. "Drink the last of your tea and finish your job. The other one is waiting."



	This time Bow smiled and followed instructions before standing up and opening the door. "Yes, sir."



	"And Bow?"



	He stopped on the threshold, looking back over his shoulder. "Yes, Master?"



	"Do tell your parents and friends one of these days," Varnish growled. "It'll make my life easier."



	Bow's mouth twitched even as the argument about his parents never listening built up within. But he fought it down with a deep, slow breath. "I'll think about it."



	Varnish chuckled. "That'll have to do."



	Closing the door behind him, Bow walked as fast as he could back to the mural. The damage wasn't too bad, and he should be able to finish it by the end of the day. Then, he'd have to deal with Glimmer… he grinned. Working with her wasn't just a job. It was destiny.



The End

      

      
   
      Honor/Power


      

      
      
         “Lonnie, report?”



Kyle jumped, reaching for the hunk of rusty metal that balanced precariously on top of the storage cabinet, willing his muscles to stretch as far as they could; his fingers barely touched the cobweb-coated surface before gravity pulled him away. Behind him, he could hear Adora’s anxious pacing, and the crackling static from the useless old comms unit she had been given to coordinate their mission.



“We’re about halfway through this room, Adora.” Lonnie’s voice, calm and professional as always but muffled by the radio-hiss, sounded quiet. It wasn’t a word he’d ever associated with Lonnie. He wasn’t sure he liked it. “Rogelio’s cleared a solid third by himself, so I reckon we’ll be done well on time.”



Another jump. His fingers didn’t quite hook over the top, and he felt the metal brush against them, taunting him.



Adora’s pacing calmed. “Roger that. Have you seen Catra?”



“Not for about ten minutes. She’s probably snuck off to take a nap.”



This time, Kyle landed at an awkward angle. He stuck his arms out, flapping them desperately to maintain balance, as he wobbled precariously on one foot for a moment.



“Alright.” Adora sighed, loudly. “I ought to get back to work. Thanks, Lonnie.” A pause. The radio noise thunked into silence. “Kyle, what are you doing?”



“Uh…” Kyle glanced up, then turned back around to Adora. “Cleaning up? Like we’re supposed to?”



Adora walked over with a purposeful stride, hooked her arms around Kyle’s waist, and hoisted him up as high as she could. He barely managed not to yelp in surprise, waiting for Adora to steady herself before reaching out to the pile of trash, pulling it gradually towards him. It was slower going than he’d have liked, but it was worth it if he could avoid the wiry frames of dead spiders that littered the storage cabinet’s roof.



“Okay, but why spend so long trying to reach one beam when there’s plenty of trash on the ground still?” Adora didn’t sound angry with him, which was certainly an improvement over any of the Force Captains who had overseen their training so far, but she did sound disappointed, which wasn’t. “You could have gotten a whole trip to the incinerator done while I was on the radio, and then we could do this one together.”





“It was a larger portion of the work, and I thought I could do it myself,” he replied, craning his neck to check the top of the beam for spiders. “And sure, I was wrong, but I gave it my all anyway.”



He swore he could hear Adora roll her eyes. Very carefully, he placed one hand on top of the beam and the other below it, tugging it further off the edge of the roof a little at a time, until he could lean it gently downwards and use its own weight to slide it to the floor.



“Don’t take this the wrong way,” Adora said as she lowered him gently to the floor, “but I think you tend to overestimate yourself, like, a lot.”



“I thought we were supposed to strive to get better?” Kyle dusted the grim off his hands with the sides of his shirt. “That was the whole point of training, wasn’t it?”



“You’ve also got to know your limits. You can’t know you’re getting better if you don’t know where you are, right?” After a moment of contemplation, Adora hoisted the beam up on her shoulder, wincing slightly. “I’m going to take this to the incinerator. You gather up the next cartful while I’m gone, okay?”



Kyle nodded, and Adora shot him a quick smile before leaving. He turned towards the pile of junk that took up around half of the small room: mostly battered training armor and stun batons, though there were a few bust up pieces of furniture among the mess (Kyle could see at least one locker, and a handful of chairs.) Humming quietly to himself, he started to move as many of the smaller pieces of junk to the small cart Shadow Weaver had given them.



Tidying up the old educational facility was an odd training mission, that was for sure, but that didn’t make it any more interesting than usual. Kyle had been looking forward to the excitement of simulated missions since their induction, when they saw a group of fierce-looking cadets take on holographic princesses in the vast exercise hall, but so far the most interesting thing Shadow Weaver had them working on was a few obstacle courses and sparring. It wasn’t surprising—they were first-years with no skills, and if they weren’t yet any good with their weapons or their teamwork, how could they hope to take down even simulated princesses?—but Kyle still couldn’t help but be disappointed every time. Maybe he would be a little more invested if anything remotely exciting happened—



“BOO!”



Kyle screamed, even as the skeleton that had so suddenly appeared beside him crumpled to the floor in a useless pile of bones, and stumbled backwards in horror, knocking over the cart and sending the contents flying across the floor. He was crawling away on hand and foot when Catra’s unmistakable cackle echoed through the room.



“Oh, man, Kyle! You shoulda seen the look on your face.”



Kyle snorted, shaking away his tension as he looked up at the girl he could only describe as his least favourite teammate. He pulled himself to his feet, and set the cart the right way up.



“Seriously, Catra? Skeletons are freaky. Where did you even find that thing?”



“This place used to be a buncha classrooms, right?” Catra swung her tail lazily as she perched atop the storage cupboard, examining her claws with idle disinterest. “I figure the one next door must’ve been a science room. They had all sorts of nerdy junk: goggles, white coats, Mr Bones…”



“Mr Bones?” It wasn’t really a question—Kyle fixed Catra with a flat glare. She rolled her eyes and jumped down, picking up one of the spilled helmets and plonking it back in the cart with her customary bored look.



“I figure the lil guy needs a name. And he’s harmless, so Mr Bones is a good fit.”



“He’s terrifying,” Kyle corrected her. “Especially when someone drops him next to you and yells ‘boo’ in your ear. He should be called something spooky.”



“Like what?”



“I dunno…” Kyle frowned in thought. “Skullmaster? Princess Cartilage? Skeletor?”



Catra snorted. “Those are all the stupidest names I have ever heard.”



“Says the girl who called a skeleton ‘Mr Bones’,” Kyle muttered, hoisting an armful of boots into the cart and glancing over at the still-huge pile of rubbish they had to shift. At the rate things were going, Catra finally showing up to help was going to make this a long, long exercise.








(For third year cadets, Wednesday afternoons were a rare opportunity for free time—well-earned after a long, painful morning in the exercise hall, they were often spent lounging in their dorms or locker rooms, talking among themselves and winding down before dinner. And it wasn’t that Kyle didn’t like spending his free time with his teammates, but there were some days that hanging out with them (with Catra) just didn’t sound all that appealing.



So he’d sneak out. Not anywhere he wasn’t supposed to go, of course—in fact, he always made sure one of the Force Captains knew exactly where he was heading, just in case anyone needed him—but he didn’t want the other cadets following him. It was nice to just have some time to himself: sometimes he’d spend that time reading books on Etherian history and folklore that he’d salvaged from the old education block; sometimes he’d set up a training dummy and practice his blaster aim, if he felt like he’d really underperformed that morning. Sometimes…)



“Skeletor, you fiend! Leave my friends alone!”



Kyle walked confidently up the grand hall, the hilt of his sword heavy in his hand. Opposite him, the horrifying monstrosity lounged on his throne, his skull shrouded in the shadows of his hood, his jaw twisted in a terrifying grin. By his side, Rogelio, Lonnie, and Adora lay helplessly in a pile, bound by rope.



“And what are you going to do about it, foolish boy?”



(One of the advantages of the Frightzone was the sheer number of unused buildings. Finding somewhere quiet, and where nobody was going to walk in on him playing make-believe—silly voices and all—was surprisingly easy.)



“I’ll take you down myself,” Kyle growled, raising his sword above his head. “You’ve made the wrong enemy today, Skeletor, for I am a mighty and powerful warrior. By the power of Greyskull!”



Magic washed over him, his body transforming under the power of the magical sword, and in a flash of light he stood before Skeletor in all his true glory as He-Man, the legendary warrior. Skeletor sat bolt upright in his throne, his jaw slack with surprise.



“He-Man? No! How could it be?”



He-Man charged down the corridor toward his mortal foe, a war-cry on his lips. The fiendish villain stood to meet him, blocking the swing of the mighty sword with his magical staff. For a short while, the two traded blows, locked in a stalemate as they each tried desperately to find an upper hand in the battle.



(It was a really good fight, too—Kyle was getting really good at making the clashing noise when their weapons hit, and he got to do a few really good twirls with his stun baton.)



Soon, though, Skeletor started to gain an advantage, and He-Man found himself being pressured back along the corridor towards the gaping mouth of the throne room—a vast open window that looked out over the valley below. Panic rose in his chest as he found himself brought step by step towards a fall that would certainly spell his doom. Skeletor’s empty eye-sockets seemed to gleam with anticipation of his enemy’s defeat, and their blows came in faster and faster as the cruel tyrant took advantage of his enemy’s momentary weakness.



“Well, He-Man,” Skeletor said, smashing the magical sword from He-Man’s grasp with a powerful swipe of his staff, knocking the powerful warrior to the floor, “I can’t deny that it’s been fun. But this little game of yours has gone on long enough.”



He-Man stared up at his foe defiantly. “You’re right, Skeletor. It’s time to end this.”



As Skeletor stepped forward to push him off the edge, He-Man rolled to one side, kicking his leg out to trip the skeletal oppressor. Letting out a scream of defiant rage, Skeletor tumbled from the gallery of his own lair, vanquished at last.



He-Man took a slow, calming breath, before retrieving his sword and turning to his captive friends. He sliced open the ropes that bound them, and soon enough found himself surrounded by adoring, grateful hugs.



(He didn’t do voices for his friends. It was one thing to do a silly voice for Skeletor, but doing an impression of Lonnie or Adora thanking him for saving them felt weird, and Rogelio wouldn’t speak anyway.)








The tank rumbled as it drove, a lumbering, shaking mass of metal and electricity, and with every bump in the road that they drove over Kyle felt his stomach lurch. Rogelio squeezed his hand comfortingly, as Lonnie sat across from them, stern-faced.



Everything about the situation felt wrong. The tank felt empty, haunted by Adora’s absence, and a cloud of melancholy had hung around the three of them all morning. Their first real mission should have been a big day—and it was, still, but it felt like a betrayal, too. Adora was always the most eager to see real action, and now they were going on without her.



Kyle gripped his stun baton harder, feeling the cool hardness of the metal press against his skin. Not for the first time that day, he found himself wishing it really was a magical sword, like he used to pretend, in the stories he made up for himself about a legendary warrior to rival the warrior princess herself, a hero who wielded their powers for the good of Etheria.



No, he couldn’t let himself get dragged back into that. Not today. It might be fun to pretend to be a mighty warrior, but if Adora were here she’d tell him to be more aware of his own limitations. If he thought he could take down the armies of the rebellion by himself, he’d be nothing but a liability.



Kyle took a long, deep breath. Rogelio, eyes sparkling with a soft, quiet kindness, tilted his head, as if to ask, “are you alright?” Kyle shot him a half-smile and nodded as the tank shuddered to a halt, the door falling to the ground with a thud.



“Alright cadets, listen up,” Octavia called, and the three of them bounded to attention. “Thaymor is a key strategic location for the rebellion, heavily fortified by the princesses’ magic. Your duty is to protect the back line—none of you have the experience of the graduates who will be leading the charge, so you will be providing covering fire, and will be here to assist if things go south.



“This is not going to be like your training exercises. If all goes well, the lot of you won’t see any real danger today. But don’t let yourselves underestimate the importance of this role! Without your support, our front lines won’t be able to do what they have to. Do you all understand me?”



The three of them nodded sharply in agreement. Octavia half-smiled back at them. “Good. I’m going to prep the other cadets. Get yourselves ready, we move in ten.”



Kyle shrugged on his armor in silence, checking over the array of personal weapons they had brought with them. Behind him, he could hear Lonnie quietly muttering, and Rogelio grunting in response, but the words were muted. His hand lingered on his stun baton as he considered his options, before shaking his head and placing the baton gently—reverently—down on the weapons rack, and picked up a hand blaster.



This was a real battle. It was time to leave the imaginary world of magical warriors behind.
      

      
   
      Revolutionary Girl Adora


      

      
      
         It was one afternoon in the woods that Adora found the ring and everything started to go wrong.



Not as if things had been going particularly right before that. Ever since the start of high school, it had been a long, slow slide for her and Catra both. High school brought new expectations, new responsibilities, new friends… for Adora, a creeping sense of discomfort and dissatisfaction, and for Catra a growing cynicism that threatened to drive a wedge into their seemingly unbreakable friendship.



That’s why it was ironic that they were there of all places that day, the little patch of woods that bordered Etheria Prep, the place where they had spent afternoons playing together as children. Adora used to dare Catra to try and walk across the stones in the shallow creek, and even though she hated getting wet, Catra would take the challenge and artfully leap from one small rock to the next, until Adora would start trying to distract her, and then both would wind up falling in, and come home soaked but also laughing, and—



That afternoon, Adora had been trying the old trick, but Catra just sullenly jammed her hands in her jacket pockets and walked along the banks. Adora wound up trying to jump from rock to rock on her own, until she tripped, splashing water everywhere and getting her boots soaked. At one time, Catra would have found that hilarious. Now she just seemed vaguely embarrassed about her friend’s antics.



“Come on,” Catra said. “Hordak had something he wanted to show us.”



Adora grimaced. Hordak was the leader of their little clique of outcasts, or the H.O.D.L., as Catra called them when she was in a better mood. It stood for Horde of Disaffected Losers, which was cuttingly accurate. But Adora had never been a fan of Hordak himself, the burnout senior who had been held back multiple grades. He wielded his age and experience like a club to control the rest of them, and Adora just couldn’t understand whatever it was that made Catra so desperate for his approval.



That’s when she tripped again, and landed face first in two inches of water. As she groaned and sat up, she saw Catra had just kept walking, her tail swishing behind her in annoyance. And that’s when Adora saw the glint of something shining in the creek.



“Hey,” Adora said, and Catra looked back over her shoulder. “What’s this?”



When she pulled it out of the creekbed and raised it in the air, it shone even brighter. It was a silver ring, oddly spotless and untarnished, despite laying in this creek for who-knows-how-long. Instead of a gem, the ring had a silver seal, shaped like a rose.



Catra’s ears immediately perked up in that way that Adora knew meant she was intrigued, even if she then immediately affected an air of nonchalance. “A ring?”



“Well, yeah, I know. But why is it here?”



Catra walked over, moving faster than before. “One of the Princesses dropped it?”



Adora rolled her eyes. “Don’t call them that. Just because they’re popular doesn’t mean they actually think they’re royalty.”



“Well they act like they’re better than everyone else. I’m telling you, those Student Council girls…”



“Shh!”



Another voice could be heard filtering through the trees and drawing closer. It was someone complaining—and loudly.



“I can’t believe Glimmer sent us here on this wild goose chase. There’s no way it could be here. I am not going to dig through every pile of leaves in a two mile radius of the school, no matter what she says. Just because her mom is the principal, she thinks—”



The person suddenly pushed a bush aside and walked into view. She had an undercut, with her wavy blue hair pulled over to one side, and she wore the student uniform, with a student council armband. Following close after, a larger purple-haired girl tried to hide behind her.



“Netossa,” Catra hissed.



Her eyes immediately locked onto Adora and Catra. And then they shifted to focus on the ring still shining in Adora’s hand.



“Ah!” she shouted, pointing.



Catra stepped in front of Adora, baring her teeth. At a loss, Adora jerked the ring down and out of view. And then she slipped it on her finger, in some vague sense of wanting to keep it safe.



“If I were you, I’d get lost,” Catra said.



The girl behind Netossa—Spinnerella, Adora’s brain filled in—grabbed at her arm to hold her back, but Netossa shook her off. “Not likely, kitty cat. You have something that belongs to me.”



“Then what was it doing in the river?” Catra shot back.



“Do you want to do this the easy way or the hard way?”



“Take one guess.”



Adora blinked. She could see the trainwreck that was coming, but she couldn’t quite open her mouth to get a word in edgewise. 



Netossa was already grinning. She raised one hand, palm inwards, to show the silver ring glimmering on her own finger. Then she pointed at Adora. 



“I, Netossa, challenge you to a duel. Declare your second and draw your blade, or forfeit your claim to revolution!”



A moment of silence fell upon the creek.



“What?” Adora finally answered.



“I thought you were a student council nerd, not a theater kid.” Catra said, laughing. “Whatever, we accept. I will be her second.” She bowed low, a mocking smirk on her face.



Netossa seemed unfazed. In fact, her smile only deepened. “Then draw your blade,” she said. Behind her, Spinnerella backed away, wringing her hands. 



Catra rolled her eyes. “What are you talking about—”



A flash of blue light danced across Netossa’s hands, and then she was holding a sword, its blade short but sharp. She darted forward, moving scarily fast, and Catra tumbled to the side with a screech.



But Netossa wasn’t aiming for her. She was headed straight for Adora. Before she could really recognize what was going on, Adora was dodging for her life. Netossa swung wildly, and one lucky strike of her first flurry cut right through the sleeve of Adora’s uniform. Whatever her weapon was, it was entirely real.



Adora lashed out in self-preservation, kicking Netossa’s ankle and causing her to drop to her knees. She scrambled back.



“What are you doing? Are you crazy?” Catra yelled.



Adora gasped for breath, trying to back away. “We don’t have to fight!” she said.



“Yes. We. Do.” Netossa said through gritted teeth.



She raised her blade again and stood before taking a step back, eyes narrowed as she watched Adora.



Adora looked around for something—anything—to defend herself with. A stick, a rock, anything. But she was standing in the middle of the creek still. And with a splash, Netossa was charging her again.



Adora raised her arms in defense, screwing her eyes shut.



And in a flash of golden light, Netossa’s blade slammed against something solid. Adora opened her eyes to see another sword in her own hands, a surprisingly light and thin saber with a curved hilt. 



Netossa’s eyes widened, and she pulled her blade back to try and strike again. Adora parried it effortlessly. And the next strike too.



“What??”



Adora frowned. “Um, yeah. I took fencing classes in middle school.” Without even thinking, she had adapted her footwork to achieve a stable position, even on the unsteady creekbed.



“Well it’s not going to save you!” With that, Netossa threw her whole body forward.



Adora had been trying to disarm the other girl, to safely put her in a position where she would yield. But she hadn’t expected Netossa to press the attack so hard. So while Netossa’s blade went flying off into the underbrush, Adora’s saber also sunk right into her chest, as if it encountered no resistance at all.



In the distance, the bells of the school’s clocktower had started to ring.



Netossa collapsed, all her weight on Adora. Adora gasped and lowered her to a seated position. Her sword was right through Netossa’s heart.



“No,” Adora whispered. In a flash, her sword disintegrated into golden light once again, leaving Netossa behind. She was crying uncontrollably, staring open-eyed into the distance. Adora looked up, and Spinnerella was gone, likely having run off into the forest. Catra was staring at the both of them, her eyes wide and round.



“I—I didn’t mean for this to happen,” Adora said. “Are you okay? Netossa? Netossa!” 



She took hold of her shoulders and shook her roughly, but Netossa didn’t respond.



Catra walked over to take Adora’s hand, and dragged her to her feet. “Come on,” she hissed. “We have to go. Look, she’s fine. We have to leave her.”



Adora wanted to protest, to argue. But she didn’t have the words. So Catra dragged her off through the forest, back to school.












The rest of that day passed with an eerie normalcy. Catra dragged her back to class—a class that the two of them would often skip. But Catra knew her well enough to know that Adora actually liked class, enjoyed the routine, and that this was the best way to pretend that everything was okay. Neither one of them saw either of Netossa or Spinnerella for the rest of the day, and when Adora went back to her dorm room that night, to stare at the ceiling and replay the time in the forest in her head, it all seemed like an impossible hallucination.



Except she still wore the ring.



When she finally drifted off to sleep, her dreams were disjointed and jarring, haunted by some kind of blue robot who spoke in static. She awoke in a cold sweat, only to realize that she was going to be late to class.



The next morning passed normally too. Catra hadn’t shown up—but that was more usual than not. The only sign that anyone had noticed anything different at all was when Bow came over from the neighboring class to talk to her before lunch.



Bow was… well, he was in her grade, and possessed the exact kind of earnest dorkiness that allowed him to fit in with just about any group in the school. He was on the varsity archery team, but also spent most of his time volunteering with the Student Council. But even Adora’s group of delinquent friends tolerated him. He tutored Kyle in geometry, which honestly made a lot of sense for both of them. But still, they didn’t really know each other, and it was odd that he came over to invite her to lunch.



And even more odd when explained who she was to have lunch with.



So for the first time, Adora found herself visiting the school’s rooftop gardens, at the invitation of the Student Council President herself: Glimmer.



There were several tables set up in the small garden courtyard, and Adora recognized another couple of the members there, sitting off to the side—Mermista and Perfuma. Bow guided Adora past them, to the table where Glimmer sat. There was a single chair opposite Glimmer’s, and as Bow stood awkwardly to the side, Adora knew that this meant she had been brought here for a reason.



Seeing all the student council armbands, just like Netossa and Spinnerella, Adora couldn’t help but shiver.



“Adora! Come, sit,” Glimmer said, with an hint of steel under the polite tone. “So glad you could join us.”



Adora sat down, and watched as Glimmer poured her a cup of tea. “Yes. Of course.”



Glimmer gazed at her, slightly smiling until Adora clumsily tried to take a sip of tea.



“I heard about Netossa.”



Adora almost spit it out, but barely restrained herself. “R-right. Look, I don’t know what happened. She attacked me, a-and—”



Glimmer nodded slowly. “Netossa has always been kind of a loose cannon.”



“Is she okay?” Adora said.



A frown crossed Glimmer’s face. “Netossa… Netossa is going to be fine.”



Adora let out a sigh of relief.



“But this isn’t over,” Glimmer continued. “In fact, we’ve only just started.”



“I’m not sure what you mean,” Adora said, but then she noticed Glimmer rubbing something on one of her fingers. She was wearing a ring too—a silver ring, with a rose seal. Drawing in a sharp breath, Adora glanced around. Bow had the same ring, and Mermista over at the other table too. “Just what is going on?”



Glimmer sighed. “I really wouldn’t have involved you with this if I had any choice in the matter. But here we are. And if you’re already part of it, you deserve to hear the full story.”



Adora nodded.



“These rings are signets of the coming Revolution.”



“Revolution? Netossa mentioned that too.”



“Of course she did,” Glimmer muttered. “The short of it is… there’s a prophecy, see?”



“What, like a magic prophecy?”



“Yes, a magic prophecy.” Her eyes narrowed. “Which I know sounds crazy… just about as crazy as a magic sword.”



“…Fair.”



“And the prophecy is that the rose duelists will clash in battle, and the one who remains standing will dictate the course of the Revolution. It’s a chance to remake the entire world. And obviously, that’s a power that we don’t want to fall into the wrong hands.”



“Even if I were to believe you on this, what makes you think I want to be a part of it? I don’t want to fight anyone.”



“It’s a little late for that now, isn’t it? You’ve fought Netossa. You’re a duelist too, whether you like it or not.”



Adora’s mouth twisted in a grimace.



“And because you’re a part of it, I have something I need you to do.” Glimmer took a breath and her eyes flickered up to Bow. “Something that I think you’re more capable of handling than the rest of us. Do you know what the job of the student council is?”



Adora shrugged. “Plan the school dances and try to convince the principal to bring back Taco Tuesday?”



“No.” She frowned. “Well, yes. But the other job of the student council is to guard and protect the rose seals, such that when the final battles come, we can guarantee all of them are in safe hands. People we can trust to make a better world and not a worse one. And that’s why we had four of the six, and why we were looking for the fifth. The one that you now hold.”



“But then… there’s a sixth?”



“Yes. Yes, there is. And that’s the real problem, and this is why we need your help.”



“Where is it?”



“The correct question is not ‘where,’ but ‘who.’” Glimmer sighed. “And the answer to that question… is Hordak.”












Adora was the one to lead Bow to the H.O.D.L.’s hangout. Most of the school was all fancy architecture, arched ceilings and flying buttresses. But Adora knew well enough that even an expensive academy like Etheria Prep still had the forgotten spaces with the concrete walls and the loading docks, the modular steel buildings where they shoved the remedial classrooms. And her friends, the people who didn’t really belong, gravitated to the places that matched.



On the back side of the school’s gym, Kyle, Lonnie, and Rogelio were skateboarding, the latter two trying to goad Kyle into some stunt that he’d obviously bail on. The drama kid who had been hanging around recently was doing impressions for another group of losers. And of course, Catra was sitting on a low concrete wall, watching everything. Her smile disappeared when she saw that Bow was with Adora.



“What’s going on?” she said, voice low.



“I need to see Hordak,” Adora replied.



Catra narrowed her eyes, gazing coolly at Adora for a moment before nodding. She stood up, and casually walked towards one of the squat sheet-metal buildings—the one where shop class was held. Of course.



Adora followed, Bow nervously close behind her.



The inside was dimly lit, with huge metal lathes and drills crammed into the space. Adora could hear a low conversation, and then the sudden shocking sound of laughter—she knew it had to be Hordak, but hearing him laugh was odd and unfamiliar. As she and Catra rounded the corner, slipping past some kind of table saw, she saw him sitting on a workbench, leaning close to murmur something to a pigtail girl wearing a welding mask.



As Hordak saw them, he quickly stood, stepping away from her. “What is it?” When Bow also moved into view, his frown deepened into a scowl. “What is he doing here?”



“Glimmer sent me to talk to you,” Adora said.



Catra whipped her head around to glare at her too. “You didn’t mention that,” she hissed.



“It’s about…” Hordak immediately hid his hand behind his back, but Adora had already seen the ring on one finger. “Well, you know what it’s about.”



“I never took you for a Student Council dog,” he said.



Adora shook her head. “I’m not. I… I’m still trying to figure this out myself. But Glimmer told me everything.”



Hordak snorted. “I doubt that. Did she even tell you what you’re fighting for?”



“Revolution,” Adora said. “However the victor defines that. That’s what I want to ask. If you win, what will your new world look like?”



“A place of order,” Hordak said. “A place where those of us who have been excluded are the ones in control.”



A feeling of unease twisted in Adora’s stomach. “You mean you are in control,” she said. 



“Who else is more capable?”



“That’s what I thought.” Adora took a deep breath. “I’ve heard enough of your rants about shitty teachers and authority figures to know that you wouldn’t be any better than the rest of them. And I don’t really understand what all this means and whether or not it’s true… But if Glimmer’s telling the truth, I can’t trust you with that power.”



“Adora, wait,” said Catra. “What are you saying?”



Adora grabbed her hand and squeezed it, looking at her with intensity. “I’ll explain later, but trust me here. I know you think we can’t cross him, but it’s us. You and me together against everything. No matter what.”



Catra met her eyes, and something unnameable flickered in them. “Got it.”



Hordak whispered something to the girl he was with and she backed away. “Then draw your sword,” he snarled at Adora. “I challenge you in the name of the Revolution, with Entrapta as my second.”



“I accept your challenge,” Adora announced, “with Catra as my second.” She held out her hand, and in a flash of light, the golden saber materialized, as if it were a part of her.



It wasn’t like she expected Hordak to fight with style or grace, but when he reached back and the black claymore materialized in his hands, she only had a moment to instinctively realize that there was no way she would be able to block that. She dove to the side, just in time to hear a horrible screech of metal on metal. When she looked up again, Hordak’s blade was sliding out of the remains of a doweling machine.



Thinking fast, she leapt up to stand on a workbench. Hordak swept at her legs, and she jumped back, perching on another. They moved like that through the metal shop, Hordak growing more and more frustrated as Adora danced out of reach. It was too risky to get close. He had her beat in both range and power. What she needed… was an opening.



She found it when Hordak’s strength flagged for a moment, when he went to pull his sword back out of the wreckage of one more workbench only to have it catch for a moment.



Adora seized the chance. She leapt towards him, and though he raised one arm to bat away her sword, she wasn’t aiming for him there. She tossed it point-first into the ground behind him, then twisted herself around his arm, using her full body weight to bring him to the ground. His sword remained stuck in a table as she kept him pinned just long enough to grab her own blade again. And then it was at his heart.



“Yield,” she said.



He looked up at her with pure hatred in his eyes.



“Yield and no one has to get hurt.”



Then he started laughing, the sound a low rumble in his chest. “She really didn’t tell you anything at all, did she?”



“Yield!”



He jerked his head from side to side, and pushed himself up, not even wincing as the blade made contact with his skin. “Do it,” he spat.



And Adora plunged her blade down. In the distance, the bells of the clocktower rang out.



When she heard Catra gasp, she assumed it was because of the fight, from seeing Hordak slump into unconsciousness, no blood coming from the wound. But when she looked up, Catra was instead pointing across the room.



The girl in the welding mask—Entrapta—was clutching her chest. And as Adora watched, she crumbled into dust.












“Catra!” Adora called out, gasping for breath. As fast as she was, Catra had always been faster, and Adora had been chasing her across basically the whole campus before Catra finally whirled around, a frenzied look on her face.



“What the hell, Adora?” she snapped. “Why would you drag me into this? If you had lost… I would be the one dead right now.”



“I didn’t know!”



“Sure.” Catra stalked forward until she was practically snarling in Adora’s face. “And that’s worse. Because you didn’t even realize that those Princesses were using you, did you?”



“No, I just—”



“They send you to fight Hordak and no matter what happens, they win! There’s one less nobody around to challenge them. You fell for it! You always fall for it!”



“There must be a mistake. I’m going to talk to them, make them tell me everything.”



“Well you can do it alone. From here on out, you’re on your own.”



“Catra—”



And she was gone, leaping from the building’s second floor window as if it were nothing. Adora was left standing in an empty hallway.



She turned, mind spinning as she wandered through the halls, trying to collect her thoughts. She had to find a lead…



Bow. Bow would tell her what was going on. Or at least, if he lied, she’d know. He was way too nice and honest to ever lie convincingly. She just needed to hear it from him before confronting Glimmer directly.



She found him in another deserted hall on the third floor, but he wasn’t alone. Adora lurked out of sight around the corner, trying to catch the snippets of the conversation he was having with Mermista, but all she could catch was Glimmer’s name and her own. And then, “Catra.”



Adora was debating how to confront them when she heard the quick intake of breath, far louder than it should have been. It was only when the bells started chiming again that she realized, and darted around the corner. Her blade flashed as it appeared in her hands.



Bow stood frozen in the hall, mid-step as he was walking away from Mermista. The tines of a trident sprouted from his chest, piercing through from the other side. And behind him stood Mermista, the weapon still in her grasp. She withdrew it, the trident sliding out as Bow fell to his knees.



“Oh,” she said, in the same tone of bored disdain she always had. “I really wish you hadn’t seen that.”



“You— but you’re on the same side!”



Mermista shook her head. “There’s only four of us left.” She paused. “Well, three now. The only side I’m on is my own.”



Adora kept her blade up, even though it wavered. “It doesn’t have to be like this. We don’t have to fight.”



“Don’t be so naive.” Mermista sniffed. “But you’re right. It doesn’t have to be like this, not if you’re strong enough to take out Hordak. I’ll catch you later, Adora. Give Glimmer my regards. And tell her she’s not the only one who visits the library.”



Adora stepped forward. “What?”



With a smirk, Mermista raised her trident again, spinning it around to slam the haft into a fire alarm on the wall. The glass shattered, and all the sirens went off in a blaring cacophony. Overhead, the sprinklers kicked in, and in the confusion, Mermista darted past Adora and down a staircase.












Glimmer was waiting in the rooftop garden for her. She didn’t even raise an eyebrow at Adora’s appearance, still soaked from the sprinklers.



“I took care of Hordak,” Adora said.



Glimmer nodded. “But Bow…” Her eyes darted to the side, at the other table, and Adora suddenly filled in a blank.



“Perfuma was here,” she said. “She was his second. You knew Bow was defeated too because she was the one who…”



Glimmer nodded.



“Which means you knew this is how the duels worked. And you sent me to face Hordak without telling me what danger you were putting me into—putting Catra into.”



Glimmer’s mouth formed a tight line. “All revolutions have a price.”



Adora’s chuckle was bitter. “But it’s particularly nice when it’s not a price you personally have to pay, huh? Catra was right. You were using me.”



“I told you what we were doing and why. And I stand by that. It’s important that this power not fall into the wrong hands.”



“And you’ve just proved that your hands are as dirty as the rest of us.”



Glimmer didn’t answer, but she didn’t meet Adora’s eyes, either. “It’s going to be okay, I promise. We’re going to fix it.”



“You should also know then that it wasn’t Hordak who defeated Bow. Or me either. It was Mermista.”



Glimmer’s eyes flashed. “What?”



“She betrayed you. And she said to say that you’re not the only one who visits the library, whatever that means.”



“No,” Glimmer whispered. She gritted her teeth. “She must have found the book too.”



“Book?”



“The reason I know these things is because I found a volume in the library. A book of prophecy, you might say. That’s why I took charge of the Student Council, and directed it to these new purposes. That’s why I know about the rings, and the duels, and the coming revolution.”



“Well I’m done,” Adora said. “Take your revolution, leave me and Catra out of it.”



Glimmer looked up, and there was pity in her eyes. “It’s too late for that now. I already told you: you’re part of this, until the end.”



Adora shook her head. “If I don’t accept a duel…” She moved to pull the ring off her finger, but found it stuck on tightly.



“All the challenge stuff is theatrics. You’ve already fought, and defeated someone else, too. And your second is your second.” 



“Meaning you and I have to fight?”



“Eventually. But I’d be more worried about Mermista, if I were you.”



Adora cocked her head to the side. “She already ran away from me once. I figured she expects us to fight, and then to swoop in and defeat the winner while they’re off guard.”



“If she found the book, just like me, she knows something else,” Glimmer said. “She knows that there’s two ways to win a duel. The obvious one, to defeat the other challenger.”



“And the other?”



“To eliminate their second.”












Adora hurried through the halls of the school, trying desperately to think about where Catra would be. Mermista had a head start on her, but she didn’t know Catra like Adora did. The problem was that Catra was notoriously mercurial, just as likely to skip class and take a nap in the bleachers of the empty gym as she was to… skip class and take a nap in the art supply storage, or to skip class and take a nap in a literal tree.



She was a little predictable, sure, but the point was that there was no telling what corner she’d currently be curled up in.



But then Adora remembered exactly what day it was: Friday. Which meant the cafeteria was serving fish sticks, which was the one thing Catra absolutely would not miss. Adora picked up her pace, ignoring the stares as she ran through the halls and to the cafeteria.



Etheria Prep’s caf was just as ostentatious as one would expect, even if the food itself wasn’t anything to write home about. Above the main area with all the lunch tables sat a whole second floor, with a coffee shop and even more seating. When Adora arrived, it was the last lunch period, which meant it wasn’t quite as crowded as usual, but still plenty of students buzzed around, eating lunch and having conversations.



Adora glanced around, looking for a familiar pair of ears. Instead, her eyes were drawn to a figure standing at the upper balcony railing. Mermista. She was also scanning the crowd, and when Adora saw a smile creep across her face, she knew Mermista had found what she was looking for.



“Catra!” Adora yelled out, and shoved through a crowd to see her friend holding a tray, looking back in surprise.



“Adora? Wh—”



Adora tackled her, just as a trident impacted the place she had been standing.



“What the hell?” Catra said, wriggling underneath Adora and trying to push her off.



There was another thump, and the sounds of chaos as students around them dropped their lunches and fled a safe distance.



“Tch.” Mermista stood on one of the cafeteria tables. She raised her hand, and the trident appeared in it once again. “You’re not going to make this easy, are you?”



“Not likely,” Adora said, standing.



“What’s going on?” Catra hissed from behind her.



“You’re in danger,” Adora said. “You’re still my second, and she’s after you now, since you’re helpless.”



“Like hell I am.” Catra suddenly darted away, disappearing into the crowd that had formed a ring around Adora and Mermista.



“Wait!”



And then Mermista attacked, diving in with her trident. Adora had to roll to the side, and then raised an arm to summon her own blade.



Gasps echoed, and the crowd backed away a few more steps. But their fear was competing with the desire to see what was happening, and the latter was winning.



Once again, Mermista attacked, but this time Adora raised her sword and parried it away. She took a step forward, trying to turn the moment to her advantage, but Mermista spun the haft around to block and shoved her back again.



Mermista had the advantage of range, and she was far more cautious than either Hordak or Netossa had been. So far, Adora had taken advantage of her enemies’ aggressiveness to strike a decisive blow, but Mermista provided her no such openings. In fact, she was making full use of her trident’s length to bait Adora into attacking before countering and retreating.



Adora fell back, panting from the exertion. “We don’t have to do this.”



“No, but, I’m pretty sure actually we do.”



“I mean, we all want the same thing. Don’t we?”



Mermista frowned, and made a halfhearted stab again with her trident, causing Adora to jump back. “Now you sound like Glimmer.”



“Maybe she has the right idea!”



Mermista paused. “Okay. Tell me though: Do you think in the end Glimmer is going to entrust the power of revolution to anyone but herself? Be honest.”



Adora grimaced.



“And here’s the part where you offer to work together with me to get rid of Glimmer, and then we’ll trust each other instead, but we both already know that I’m going to stab you in the back as soon as convenient. Cause I already did. I stab people in the back, I don’t get stabbed. So let’s just skip all this and let me stab you in the front instead. I’m thinking my odds are pretty good in this fight.”



She wasn’t wrong. Adora gritted her teeth. She was growing weak, and Mermista still looked entirely fine. But all she could do was fight. If she gave up, if she were defeated, then that’d mean Catra…



A sudden commotion from the second floor balcony up above drew Adora and Mermista’s attention.



“Hey Mermista!” a voice shouted from above. The crowd suddenly parted, and Catra walked forward, shoving someone up against the rails. It was Sea Hawk, that one loud kid with the ridiculous wispy moustache in their grade. She held a knife from the cafeteria to his throat. It looked ridiculous, but plenty sharp enough to work.



“Yeah?”



“I’m not so helpless after all. Tell me how it works, again? If your second dies, then…?”



Mermista went silent. She stared up. And then she doubled over laughing.



“You think… You think, he’s my second? You’ve got to be kidding.” She wiped at an eye with her sleeve, still giggling. “Catra, I’m playing to win. Give me a little credit.”



Catra had gone red in the face. “Fine then,” she growled, and heaved Sea Hawk over the railing. He shrieked, and grabbed at Catra, pulling her with him.



“No!” Mermista gasped.



Catra twisted in midair to keep Sea Hawk under her, and the cafeteria was deathly silent as he hit the tile floor with a wet thump. 



The bells in the clock tower started ringing.



Catra looked down at the body beneath her. The knife that had been in her hands was buried in his back, and blood was seeping out onto the floor. “I thought he was supposed to just disappear or something? Or is that…”



“No,” Adora said. 



Catra looked up, to see Adora with her sword piercing right through Mermista’s chest. Mermista stared down, her eyes wide in shock. 



“She was telling the truth,” Adora said. “He wasn’t her second. Isn’t that right?” She stepped back, her blade sliding out noiselessly, and Mermista fell to her knees, face blank.



Catra looked down again, and then rubbed at a spot of blood staining her hands. “Which means…”



“You killed an innocent person.”



Catra stood, and as she took a step towards the horrified crowd, people backed even further away from her. She shook her head, blinking hard. And then she was gone again, running off.



Adora turned and walked the other direction.



She was tired, so tired. But she knew that Glimmer was waiting for her.












The rooftop garden was empty. But an iron gate there was swinging open, leading further across the roof of the building. Adora entered it, walking through a pathway of hedges and then up another set of stairs until she was on top of the highest part of the roof. The only thing taller was the clocktower itself, rising up on the other side of the small flat area at the school’s peak.



She wasn’t sure if she should have been surprised or not. The roof was a chessboard of alternating black and white squares, each several feet across. In the two closest and two furthest rows, statues loomed, each the size of a person. The statues closest to her were smooth black stone, and Adora knew them—Hordak was the king, her homeroom teacher Shadow Weaver the queen, even the helmeted and armored pawns seemed familiar.



The other side was equally recognizable, though so many of them were people who she had already seen die or vanish—or directly killed herself. But more than anything else, the queen’s side bishop wasn’t a statue at all. Glimmer stood there, waiting for her. And the faint sign of movement suddenly made Adora realize another one of the statues was also a real person. The white queen was Angella, the school’s principal, and for some reason that hit Adora like a punch to the gut. It made a kind of sense that Glimmer’s mother was her second, but…



Adora stood in front of the board for a long moment, her eyes closed, body sagging with exhaustion and the small wounds from her fight with Mermista, as well as the heavier psychic turmoil of the past few days. But when she opened her eyes again, she smiled. Something had clicked into place. When she strode forward onto the board, it was a new kind of determination, no hesitation or sign of weakness.



She ignored the spot she was clearly supposed to stand in—the black Knight on the queen’s side. Instead she just walked out onto the center of the board, calling her sword to hand and pointing it at Glimmer.



“Let’s fight,” she said.



Glimmer looked vaguely annoyed. “That’s not— Adora, there are rules for this sort of thing.”



“We both know the rules don’t matter. They’re just ways to make a fight to the death more ‘civilized.’ To make it a game. I’m sick of it.”



“Maybe sometimes it’s necessary to put rules on something ugly.”



Adora shook her head. “Sometimes it’s better to face it directly. Isn’t that always our argument? You see people as pawns, and are willing to sacrifice them for the sake of the game.”



“And you’re not willing to understand that sacrifices are sometimes necessary to win!” Glimmer glared. Then she blinked, touching her forehead.



Adora smiled. “Hey, Glimmer. Let’s fight.”



“Fine.”



And Glimmer disappeared. Adora had just enough time to raise her sword up behind her to block Glimmer teleporting in to swing her sword at Adora’s back.



As soon as their swords met, Adora spun, preparing for an attack from the side, only to see Glimmer poofing in from the other side. She had to adjust into a roll, twisting her body to dodge Glimmer’s swing. 



Glimmer kept up the offense, and Adora kept dodging and parrying, trying to stay in the middle of the chessboard. Adora knew that that position gave Glimmer more angles to attack from, but it also gave Adora plenty of opportunities to slip away. And Adora knew that she didn’t have a chance with Glimmer operating at her peak. She’d need to tire her out.



The poofs slowed down, from one every two seconds to every five, then every ten. Adora’s chance was coming. Glimmer was moving in a roughly clockwise pattern, presumably to make Adora turned around and dizzy, so when Adora saw Glimmer suddenly flinch as their blades met, she spun and was already attacking the spot where Glimmer would reappear.



…Only to hit air.



Glimmer was totally gone.



Adora panicked, whirling around, and when she could hear the sound of movement behind her, she spun again and— But Glimmer had reappeared not behind her, but above her, and she landed on Adora, sending her blade flying and pinning Adora to the ground.



Glimmer had Adora’s sword arm pinned under one knee, and her blade to Adora’s throat.



“Yield,” she said, grinning.



Adora smiled back. “Not bad. Who taught you that?”



“It’s an original creation.”



“Next time though I think I could just grab your leg in midair and throw you into the ground.”



Glimmer smirked. “Oh yeah? I think you’ll find that harder than you expect. You’re way worse at adjusting to things above you than you expect. You—” She stopped, rubbing her forehead again. “Adora, what’s going on?”



“I’ve got an idea. But you’re going to need to trust me. Just—”



With a sudden screech, Catra dove into glimmer, knocking her off Adora. Glimmer was up in a flash, standing with sword directed at Catra. Then she glanced in alarm at Adora, who was getting to her feet, and her blade wavered, not sure who to point at.



“Catra,” Adora said. “It’s okay.” She held her hands up to Glimmer palm out.



“You’re not the one who disappears if you’re defeated. I’m in this too! So draw your sword! Fight!”



Adora smiled, and shook her head.



Glimmer’s eyes met Adora’s for a long moment. Then Glimmer turned, looking up to Angella, who was still standing silently at the Queen’s position on the board. She let out a rueful laugh. And dropped her sword, the metal clattering off of the floor.



Catra stared.



“I yield,” Glimmer said. 



She turned away, unwilling to look as behind her, Angella crumbled into dust.



On the other side of the chessboard, the bells of the clocktower were deafening as they rang.



Glimmer nodded at Adora, and then dropped to the floor as she passed out.



“What’s going on?” Catra demanded, but she could barely be heard over the ringing bells. They weren’t stopping either. A crack split across the belltower itself, and masonry started falling off of it.



“That’s it,” Adora said. “It’s done.”



She fiddled with the ring on her finger. This time, the silver seal easily slipped off, and Adora raised it up to look at it.



Catra moved closer, and the belltower collapsed inwards. There was a hole there now - a hole in space itself, and the ringing of the bells had been replaced by a rumbling of the universe itself shaking on its axis. “What now? You get to remake the world?”



“I guess.”



Catra’s eyes shone. “To what? A place where we can finally be recognized? A place where we can sort things out together?”



The hole was slowly expanding, and drawing closer. The edge of the roof ripped apart, flying off into the emptiness.



Adora looked at the seal one last time. “No,” she said, and tossed it away. 



The silver ring sparkled as it fell into a void of nonexistence.



“What are you doing?” Catra cried out.



Adora looked at her, and smiled sadly. “I don’t think I want to remake this world. I want to go back to the real one.”



Catra was silent.



Adora reached out and as her hand touched the nothingness, parts of it fragmented and spun off into the void. Oddly, it didn’t hurt at all.



When Catra spoke again, her voice was dark with fury. “I gave you everything you wanted. I gave you victory, and the chance to have your little revolution. Why couldn’t you just take that, Adora?”



“Because you’ve never really understood me, Catra. I don’t want to fight. I never wanted to fight. I only do it because I have to protect the things that matter to me.”



“And that doesn’t include me?”



Adora turned to Catra. Everything had fallen away from the two of them now, and they stood alone in the void as the world collapsed around them.



“I want to protect you, too. But no matter what I try, I don’t know how. It seems like more than anything the person hurting you is—”












Adora groaned.



It wasn’t so much that her body hurt as much as her mind. She had to take a minute to rearrange the memories floating around, get them to make sense again. They had news of Horde activity in the Whispering Woods, and sent out a team to investigate, only to find that the Horde had already broken into the Crystal Castle. There was a fight, but then… Partway through, Adora had realized it was all to stall for time because Entrapta had done… something…



A scream suddenly caused her to jerk upright, looking around for the source.



“My limited edition laserdisc compilation of the first season of Rose Fate Duelists!” Scorpia cried out. 



Entrapta was standing next to her at some kind of console. “Mmm, it appears that it functioned successfully! It created a template for the First Ones technology to generate a complicated system of illusions and implanted memories. Fascinating! The applications are endless! The First Ones could have conceivably had a whole industry of immersive experiential content.”



“No, it’s cracked!”



Entrapta waved a hand. “Yeah, we’ll need to be more careful next time.”



“There’s not going to be a next time,” Adora announced, standing up. The weight of the Sword of Protection felt solid and comforting in her hand.



Looking around she could see Netossa, Mermista, and Glimmer groaning behind her. In front of her was Hordak, still passed out, and Catra, who was also struggling to stand, a look of pure hatred in her eyes.



“Oh, right, what were we supposed to do if this happened?” Entrapta rubbed at her chin with one pigtail.



“Retreat!” Scorpia said.



“Retreat!” Entrapta cheerfully echoed, and then threw down some kind of device that spewed smoke everywhere.



By the time it had cleared, the entire Horde contingent had vanished.



“What… happened?” Glimmer said, rubbing her head. “Did I just—” She abruptly glared back at Mermista. “Did you stab Bow in the back?”



Mermista shrugged. “Seemed like a good idea at the time.”



“For the record,” Netossa said, coughing, “I would have won that fight if I had my nets.”



“We’re going to have a long talk about this later,” Glimmer said. She glanced over at Adora. “How did you figure out what was going on?”



Adora rubbed at the back of her head. “Just put a few odd things together, and also…”



“Hm?”



Adora blushed. “Scorpia’s not the only one who watches a lot of anime.”
      

      
   