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         “Alright, enough! That was… ugh, terrible.”



Catra leaned back in her chair, putting her feet up on the terminal in front of her. She closed her eyes, pinched the bridge of her nose between her thumb and forefinger and let out a long, irritated sigh.



Ever since she’d usurped Shadow Weaver as Hordak’s second-in-command, things had changed. With the exception of the leader himself, there was no one above her within the Horde’s chain of command, and that meant she was afforded special privileges. When she spoke, people listened. When she gave an order, it had to be obeyed. She never had to wait in line, no one screamed at her every time she made a miniscule mistake, and, best of all, she even got Shadow Weaver’s old room!



Basically, she had everything she’d ever wanted.



...And some things she didn’t.



The room wasn’t the only thing she’d inherited from Shadow Weaver. As it turned out, being Hordak’s second-in-command came with responsibilities beyond coming up with overcomplicated (and, somehow, extremely poorly thought out) schemes and brooding over the Black Garnet. Though she’d done her best to delegate most of these responsibilities to Scorpia and the other force captains, occasionally she still got stuck doing something she really, really didn’t want to do.



Today, that something was overseeing training exercises.



While she was no stranger to overseeing these exercises from above, there was something weird about watching them from a monitor. It all felt so… fake, which was strange because the exercises had always been fake. Princesses weren’t robots, and they used magic, not Horde tech. Maybe the disconnect came from her inability to hop in and do something to influence the exercise, or maybe seeing real combat had left her jaded, but whatever the reason, it made watching the exercises absolutely unbearable.



“Oh, come on, I thought they did pretty well!”



Catra opened her eyes and glared at Scorpia, who wore a sincere (if a little goofy) smile and was sitting in a chair that was just a little too small for her hulking, chitinous form.



“Were we watching the same feed?” asked Catra, waving flippantly at the monitor. “They were awful! My team did that same course in, like, two minutes. This group didn’t even make it out of the treeline!”



“We can hear you!”



The voice blared from the terminal, and on the monitor Catra could see the assembled cadets looking around in confusion, undoubtedly searching for the PA system that Catra had just accidentally triggered by resting her foot on the broadcast button.



“I know that!” snapped Catra, before sheepishly lifting her feet and placing them firmly back on the floor.



“But that wasn’t fair!” came another voice from over the speaker, this time from a younger cadet with leathery, bat-like wings and whose hands were cupped over her mouth, shouting in what was distinctly not the direction of the camera that Catra watched them through. “The princesses were, like, way harder this time!”



Catra scowled and pressed the button again. “No, they weren’t.”



“Yes they were!”



This time, the dissenting (and somewhat nasally) voice came from behind her. Catra spun in her chair, fixing her ire on Entrapta, who waved gleefully at her with a lock of her prehensile purple hair. She was flanked on one side by Emily, her personalized robot, who greeted Catra with a chirping sound that she promptly ignored.



“What do you mean, ‘they were’?”



“Well,” said Entrapta, brushing past Catra and beginning to type feverishly on the terminal’s interface, “I’ve been tinkering with the training bots, implementing tactical data from our recent skirmishes with the Rebellion.”



She pressed another button with her hair, bringing up side-by-side footage of the training exercise and a recording from the siege of Brightmoon. Sure enough, the robots’ movements were strikingly similar to those displayed by the Princesses themselves. Entrapta continued.



“Now, while I can’t conclusively say that the test is harder, I estimate that the tactical reasoning of the ‘bots has increased exponentially. Therefore, I hypothesize that the difficulty of completing the exercise has—”



“Enough already, I get it!” Catra shoved Entrapta out of the way, before addressing the cadets once again. “Training exercise completed unsuccessfully. Everyone hit the showers, or whatever!”



There was a chorus of groans and complaints from the cadets that only served to make Catra’s blood boil. She was about to press the button again, when she felt a heavy claw rest itself gently on her shoulder.



Instinct took over. She practically threw herself out of the chair, pulling away from Scorpia and loosing primal hiss.



Scorpia raised her arms, a disarming gesture that was somewhat less effective for someone with big, scary claws instead of hands. “Whoa, personal space, I remember!” Scorpia’s surprise melted into concern, her voice softening. “Don’t you think you’re being a little hard on them?”



Catra couldn’t help but laugh. “You think that was hard? If Shadow Weaver caught me talking back like that—which she did, regularly—she’d have gone ballistic! She’d start yelling and threatening to… I don’t know, torture me with her dark powers, or something! I’m nothing like her!”



“I didn’t say you were,” said Scorpia, in a tone that Catra assumed was supposed to calm her, but was only managing to stoke her anger. “Look, I’m not telling you to go easy on her. No one went easy on us, and look where we are now! But they’re cadets—junior cadets. Even if they were seniors, you couldn’t exactly compare their time to yours. Your team had you and Ado—”



Scorpia cut herself off, but it was too late. Catra had fixed her with a glare that threatened to bore through her and into the wall behind her. She narrowed her eyes, as if to further focus her fury.



“Me and…?”



A tense silence filled the room, but it didn’t last long. Entrapta stepped between them, wearing a look of utter confusion.



“I have no idea what’s going on,” she said.



“Oh!” announced Scorpia, her careful demeanor vanishing as quickly as it had arrived, and she continued cheerfully, as if nothing had happened. “Let me explain! You see, Catra gets angry when we mention Adora.”



“What?!” exclaimed Catra, her voice cracking.



Entrapta stroked her chin thoughtfully with her hair. “Ah, of course!”



“No!” said Catra, emphatically. “Mentioning her does not make me angry! I’m not angry!”



Entrapta drew close to Catra until their noses were mere inches apart.



“Adora,” she said.



Catra snarled.



“Teeth bared, pupils contracted, ears folded back, breathing quick and erratic. All classic signs of anger!”



Catra put her hands on Entrapta’s shoulders, holding away at arm’s length.



“Fine, I’m angry, but I was angry before we talked about Adora! And, for the record, talking how talking about Adora makes me angry makes me angrier than talking about Adora!”



There was a brief pause before Entrapta replied. “So, talking about her does make you angry?”



Catra let out a strangled cry of pure frustration.



“Look, we get it!” said Scorpia, taking a step forward. “Talking about your old best buddy in front of your new best buddies can be a little awkward.”



Catra let go of Entrapta and looked back at Scorpia.



“Seriously?”



“Yup! You don’t have to worry about us, Catra, we’re with you. And you don’t have to worry about the cadets, either. No one is expecting you to fill Shadow Weaver’s shoes right away. You’ll get used to it!”



Catra’s ears flattened against her head. “Fill her shoes?” She scoffed. “I’ve done more than fill her shoes. I don’t even wear shoes!”



As both Scorpia and Entrapta’s eyes darted downward to examine her feet, Catra made the executive decision that she was one-hundred-percent done with this conversation.



“Okay!” she said. “Since the two of you obviously have nothing better to do, you’re going to take over watching the training exercises.”



“You got it, boss!” said Scorpia, still smiling as if Catra hadn’t just saddled her with an excruciatingly boring assignment.



“It would be a good opportunity to study how the new programming fairs in a simulated environment…”



Catra rolled her eyes. “Sure, have fun with that.”



She made for the door as Scorpia called the next group of recruits over the PA. Exiting the small observation room into the hallway, Catra couldn’t help but wish the automated doors had an option to slam them. She stormed down the corridor, head down and shoulders slumped, grateful of its emptiness yet simultaneously yearning for someone to yell at—someone who wouldn’t try to make her feel better, thereby making her feel worse for yelling in the first place.



“Fill her shoes…”



Catra growled and shook her head. Scorpia didn’t know what she was talking about. Catra had accomplished more as force captain than Shadow Weaver had in her whole miserable life, and now that she was second-in-command the sky was the limit. She didn’t need to get used to anything, because Shadow Weaver’s duties—while boring—were easy! Make plans, yell at people, and tell the cadets how they’d never amount to anything.



Yeah, Scorpia, so much to get used to.



Catra had been so caught up in her own brooding that she hadn’t even realized where she was going. Before she knew it, she found herself standing outside of Shadow Weaver’s old room.



No. Her room.



She opened the door and stepped inside. Things were different since she’d taken over: the Black Garnet was still there, of course, only now it was surrounded by tools and gadgets that Catra couldn’t even begin to comprehend. Having to share her room with Entrapta’s research project was annoying, yes, but it meant that whenever she made a discovery Catra was always the first one to hear about it, which meant she’d have plenty of time to turn it to her advantage against the rebellion.



But there were changes besides the Black Garnet. The monitors Shadow Weaver had broken throwing her little tantrum had been fixed or replaced, and the little sconce she’d used for her magic had been removed entirely. There was a bed now—she wasn’t sure if Shadow Weaver had ever slept, but she did—as well as a desk and a punching bag.



Well, if she was being entirely honest, it was less of a punching bag and more of a scratching post, not that she’d let anyone else call it that. There were long gouges down and across the leather bag, and taped to its surface at eye-level was a photograph of the Horde’s greatest enemy:



She-ra.



Okay, so it wasn’t technically She-ra. The photo was of Adora, and it was a little out of date. It had been taken for an ID card when they’d made senior cadet, long before either of them had made force captain. Long before Adora had betrayed her.



Anger took over once again, and Catra lashed out at the bag. She raked her class across it, shredding the leather and exposing tufts of stuffing that did their best to escape the tight confines of their prison.



The picture remained, as it always did, completely untouched.



There was nothing sentimental about it, Catra assured herself. She couldn’t look at the picture without wanting to shred Adora’s pretty little face, but having to print a new picture every time she wanted to use the bag was simply uneconomical. Besides, if anyone caught her printing a bunch of pictures of Adora, they might start asking questions.



Catra groaned. She couldn’t even take a swing at a punching bag without it being weird. What was wrong with her today?



Sleep. That’s what she needed. She was tired from running around doing second-in-command things all day, of course she needed a catnap! She’d feel better after a little sleep, and then she could get through the rest of her duties without strangling anyone.



The bed wasn’t anything special. The Horde didn’t bother with luxurious four-posters even for its highest-ranking officers. In fact, the bed was not only identical to the ones in the force captain barracks, it had once been one of those beds. Catra had enlisted Scorpia’s help to drag the thing what at the time had felt like half the length of the fright zone. It had been a lot of work, yes, but the resulting privacy was more than worth it.



Or so she told herself, anyway. Laying in the bed, staring up at the barren ceiling, she couldn’t help but notice the silence. After years of sleeping in the barracks, surrounded by cadets, the change was unnerving. Even the force captain barracks had been manageable due to Scorpia’s incessant snoring (though, if she thought about it, she’d been fairly annoyed about that at the time, too), but here there was just… nothing.



After a few minutes of tossing and turning, Catra threw off the covers with a huff. She gathered them at the foot of the bed and stuffed a pillow underneath, before curling herself into a tight ball and laying next to them. It was a poor use of space, she knew, but that hadn’t mattered when she was a cadet, and it didn’t matter now. It was only natural to seek out the familiar when faced with an unfamiliar place, and though a rolled up pillow was a poor substitute for the warm, bony feet of a friend, Catra finally managed to get some sleep.



 




There was someone in her room.



Catra was awake. There was no mental lag, no grogginess or wondering where she was. She was a Horde soldier, trained to be ready for battle at a moment’s notice.



The intruder (Catra guessed there was only one) crept lightly—too light for Scorpia, who at her quietest moved like a well-laden tank, and without the telltale swoosh of Entrapta’s hair or Emily’s accompanying skittering. But if it wasn’t them…



Catra leapt from her bed, landing silently and dashing to the Black Garnet, which lay between her and the mystery intruder. None of the guards would be foolish enough to sneak into her quarters, and no one else would have any reason to be there, meaning that whoever it was must either have been daring or stupid enough to risk her wrath for trespassing.



She could only think of one person who fit that description.



She didn’t know it was Adora for certain, but who else could it be? She’d already snuck into the Fright Zone once, and even though they’d since doubled the patrols and changed many of the security measures, Adora wouldn’t be so easily deterred. Maybe she’d found out about Entrapta’s current residency and was here to perform a rather late extraction, or maybe she was after Catra herself. Whatever her plan, Catra wasn’t about to let her get away with it.



The intruder moved, and Catra moved with her, carefully sidestepping to keep the Garnet between them. From the sound of things, she hadn’t been alerted to Catra’s presence, giving her the advantage. She stopped near the punching bag, and Catra felt a blush creep into her cheeks. There was nothing out of the ordinary about putting a picture of one’s enemy on one’s punching bag, but Catra just knew that Adora would take that and make it weird.



But as deeply embarrassing as that promised to be, it gave Catra the opportunity she needed. She deftly circled the Black Garnet, her pace quickening with her heartbeat as she prepared to pounce. She leapt out from around corner, raising her sharpened claws and bringing them down on the unsuspecting neck of…



…the young, bat-winged cadet.



Catra stumbled, fighting her momentum that threatened to send her tumbling into the cadet. She managed to stop barely a foot away from the cadet, but her stealthy approach was completely ruined. The cadet whirled around, tearing her eyes off the punching bag and looking at Catra with abject horror.



She screamed.



Catra clapped her hands over her ears. They weren’t that sensitive, but there was no sound more piercing than the shriek of a terrified child. “Hey,” she said, “cut it out!”



The cadet clapped her hands over her mouth. “I’m sorry!” she said, though the words were somewhat muffled.



Catra took her hands off her ears and put them on her hips. The girl didn’t look a day over ten, but Catra had always been horrible at guessing ages. She had a mop of stringy brown hair, and before she’d covered her mouth Catra had noticed she was missing one of her front teeth, the same one Adora had been missing when the two of them had…



A blind rage took over. Catra stepped forward, the cadet cowering beneath her baleful glare.



“What do you think you’re doing in here?!”



“T-the door!” said blubbered the cadet, stammering over her words. “It was open—I knew I wasn’t supposed to come in, but I saw the p-picture on the punching bag and I wanted to—”



“To what?” demanded Catra.



“I thought it might be a princess! I’ve never seen a real princess before, but she’s really pretty! Is she—”



Catra reached over the cadet, grabbing hold of the picture and crumpling it in her hand, leaving nothing behind but the corners where it had previously been taped.



“That’s none of your business!” she snapped. “Now, get out of here, before I put your face on the punching bag, and I’m not talking about a picture!”



The cadet turned, tripping over her feet as she fled desperately to the door. Catra followed her, ensuring that she was gone before punching the door’s terminal, which she once again wished she could slam.



Now it was Catra’s turn to scream. But this wasn’t a scream of terror, but a guttural expression of anger and frustration. She stalked over to the punching bag, embedding her claws deep into the top and dragging them downward until its fluffy innards spilled out onto the floor.



It wasn’t enough. She suddenly wished Adora was there, so she could punch her stupid, pretty face. She whirled about, searching for something else she could destroy, when she caught a glimpse of her reflection from within the Black Garnet .



Except it wasn’t her reflection. It was Shadow Weaver’s.



When she looked again it was gone. She stepped forward, resting a hand on its glassy surface. The reflection that stared back at her was dark and distorted, but it was undoubtedly her own.



Catra’s shoulders slumped. What was she doing? She’d told Scorpia she was nothing like Shadow Weaver, but the moment some cadet had snuck into her room she’d exploded at her. And why? Because she’d gone somewhere she wasn’t supposed to? Catra did that all the time. Because she had the same tooth gap as Adora had had literally a decade ago? That was way more pathetic, even if that particular wound had been reopened by their shared experience in the First Ones’ hologram chamber.



Her chest felt tight. She took a deep breath, but it didn’t help. She needed air. Not the recycled air that was pumped through every building in the Fright Zone. Real air.



She slammed her fist against the door’s terminal. It didn’t open. She hit it a second time, then a third, and was prepared to hit it yet again when the door finally slid open. She practically fled through it, but forced herself into a slower, calmer pace. She wasn’t calm, of course, but part of her brain that was still somewhat rational reminded her that it wouldn’t look good if the new second-in-command was seen running through the halls having a panic attack. So she walked, each step an agonizing test in resolve as she slowly made her way through the labyrinthine halls. She’d almost made it outside when she heard a familiar voice calling out to her.



“Catra, hey!”



She froze. Heavy footsteps echoed from behind her, and after a few seconds Scorpia entered her field of view.



“I was just looking for you!”



If Catra’s heart wasn’t racing she was certain it would have sank.



“Why?” she asked through gritted teeth.



“Oh! Well, Entrapta and I had just finished overseeing the training exercises when we got to talking. Did you know she was working on a robot that makes tiny food?” Catra didn’t respond, but Scorpia didn’t seem to mind. “Anyway, she was saying that her recent prototypes were making mostly edible food, when I thought ‘hey, who do I know who likes mostly edible food?’”



She looked at Catra expectantly, but still received no response.



“That’s right! You!”



Catra resumed walking.



“Hey, hold on!”



To Catra’s immense displeasure, Scorpia matched her pace.



“Are you okay?”



No.



“I’m fine.”



“Are you sure? Because if it’s about earlier—”



“It’s not!” hissed Catra, which was at least partially the truth.



“Do you want to talk? I’ve been told I’m a great listener!”



“No!” Catra stopped abruptly, turning on her heel to look Scorpia directly in the eyes. “I just want to be alone, okay?”



Scorpia hesitated for a moment, then nodded. “Got it. Entrapta and I will be in the lunch room… or the infirmary, depending on how things go. Come find us when you’re ready.”



Catra waited until Scorpia’s plodding was barely audible before continuing her march, a fresh helping of guilt added to the pile that weighed down her every step. She could clear things up with Scorpia later, right now she had to push forward.



And then, she was outside.



Real air stank. The emissions given off by the Fright Zone’s various factories and industrial complexes flooded the air, giving it a truly awful smell. It filled your lungs, sticking to your insides and making them feel itchy. It was nothing less than an extremely unpleasant experiences that Catra wouldn’t wish on her worst enemy, and it was exactly what she needed right now.



Despite the suffocating stench, climbing the exterior of the building was child’s play. It was built in the Horde’s typical style, twisting and jutting, emphasizing function absolutely over the primitive notion of aesthetics. When there was nothing to leap to she scrambled up sheer surfaces, digging her claws into the almost imperceptible cracks between massive steel slabs. It was a path she’d taken hundreds of times before, and though it might look next to impossible to an outsider, Catra could follow it with one hand tied behind her back.



The top of the building jutted out like a balcony over the Fright Zone. Catra walked to the edge, sitting down and dangling her feet over the industrial abyss below. Now that she was here, there was just one thing missing.



Catra opened her clenched hand, gingerly unfolding the crumpled paper within.



“Hey, Adora.”



She sighed, looking down at the picture cradled in her hands. Yeah, she’d carried the picture all the way up here, but that was nothing new. Sometimes it felt like Catra dragged Adora everywhere with her—not literally, of course, though when they were kids it might as well have been. They’d been inseparable, doing everything together, until…



Catra shook her head. Adora had always been a weight dragging her down, she just hadn’t realized it until recently. She’d achieved so much since Adora’s betrayal, become more than anyone had ever dreamed of her. Now that she was free of that weight she could accomplish anything, and there was no one to steal her glory or take what was rightfully hers!



“But, despite all that, I’m still up here talking to you.”



It was stupid, Catra knew that. The picture was about as ‘Adora’ as the pillow had been, but nevertheless there was something comforting about it. Maybe it was because the picture couldn’t talk back, or maybe it was because it was from a time before everything had become so… complicated.



“Look, I’m just going to start talking. Don’t make this weird, okay?”



She groaned. It was already weird.



“I got a new job—Shadow Weaver’s old one.” She smirked. “I’m a higher rank than you ever were.”



The smile faded.



“But things are different. I have responsibilities now—me being responsible, can you imagine? Probably not, I was always just an unreliable sidekick to you, wasn’t I? Well, not anymore.”



A light breeze wafted over the rooftop, tugging at the torn edges of the picture and carrying with it a fresh (or not so fresh) dose of the putrid air. Catra continued.



“I’m getting distracted. The thing is, everyone is expecting things of me now, you know? No, it’s more than that. They’re expecting… ugh, they’re expecting me to be the new Shadow Weaver!”



The anger began to bubble up within her once again. She felt her shoulders tense, and her grip on the picture was such that it was pulled taught between her hands, the points of her claws threatening to poke through the other side.



She took a deep breath of the rancid air. This time it did help, if only a little.



“You wouldn’t understand; you always were her favorite. You didn’t have to suffer through the years of abuse that she dished out on me! Not sweet, perfect Adora, no, you never—”



Another deep breath.



“I’m not like her. At least, I don’t want to be, but then this cadet snuck into my room and I totally lost it! I pulled a total Shadow Weaver: freaked out, threatened her, the works! And earlier I blew up at Scorpia and Entrapta just because they were talking about…”



Catra bit her lip.



“…nothing.”



Now she was lying to pieces of paper, too. Perfect.



“I’m not like you, either. You can talk to people; people like you, and if you were here, you’d know exactly what to do.” She looked up, looking past the picture toward the red, bloated sun that hung hazily over the Fright Zone.



“But you’re not here.”



She sighed again.



“Ugh, this is stupid! I can’t be like you, and I won’t be like Shadow Weaver, so what do I do? If you were here, you’d say something like ‘stop worrying about what everyone else would do’ or ‘you’re a good person, Catra, do it your way!’ But how do I even know what my way is?”



The picture didn’t respond.



“I guess I’ve got to figure that out for myself, huh?”



She supposed that had always been the answer. And although she’d needed to climb to the very top of the Fright Zone and have a heartfelt (if one-sided) conversation with a photograph of her ex-best-friend to find it, next time she wouldn’t have to.



“It was nice, catching up, but we can’t keep doing this. People might talk, you know? Besides, in the end, I didn’t really need you, did I?” She looked back at the picture. “Maybe I never did.”



The breeze welled up once again, and this time Catra didn’t resist it. She let the picture slip from her fingers, watching as it twisted and tumbled through the air, before getting caught up in a gust that carried it off towards the Whispering Woods.



She waved.



“Bye, Adora.”








“What are we even doing here?”



The junior cadets shifted nervously in their spots, each of them wondering the same thing. Normally at this hour they would be going through weapons drills, but today was different. Instead of their normal weapons instructor, the group had been met by Force Captain Scorpia and lead somewhere called the ‘observation room’.



The observation room was a large, empty room, unremarkable save for one wall which was made up entirely of one enormous monitor. None of them had ever been in the observation room before, but given the interruption of their normally extremely consistent schedule, paired with their abysmal performance at that morning’s training exercise, speculations were running wild.



“Maybe they’re going to show us a recording of the exercise, then point out everything we did wrong,” said one cadet, a red haired boy with a generous smattering of freckles.



“Or maybe it’s a video of what happened to the last group that did as bad as us,” said another, a lanky girl with short, blond hair.



“Don’t be ridiculous,” said another, “no one’s ever done that bad.”



But as the group continued offering guesses—each more dire than the last—there was one among them who stayed silent. The cadet with the bat wings and messy hair, known to the others as Screech, didn’t share in the gossiping. She stood still, her eyes glued to her feet, wishing more than anything that she could simply disappear.



While the others assumed that they’d been taken aside over the training exercise, Screech knew better. No, this wasn’t about anything as simple as a poor performance, it was about something much more serious: she’d broken into second-in-command Catra’s chambers, and this was to be her punishment.



She hadn’t done it on purpose, but in her heart she knew that didn’t matter. The excuse that the door had been open was a flimsy one at best, as any cadet with half a brain could tell you that poking your nose where it doesn’t belong will only lead to trouble. But she couldn’t help herself, no, she could never help herself, could she? Her darn curiosity had gotten her written up more times than the rest of the team combined, so she couldn’t even use the excuse that this was a first offence. But this, this was worse than the other times. She’d managed to get on the bad side of the second-highest ranking person in the entire Horde.



They were going to throw the book at her, she knew that, the only question was how.



Screech was fairly certain she knew where they’d begin. First, second-in-command Catra would arrive and have her step forward. She’d tell everyone about how Screech had broken into her room, and how such an egregious offence could only be met with the most serious of punishments. Then, Lord Hordak himself would appear on the big monitor (that’s why they’d come to the observation room) and personally give the order to have her stripped of her rank and banished forever from the Fright Zone. Her former teammates would look on in shame and horror as she was dragged off to the Whispering Woods, where she’d spend the last, miserable hours of her life fleeing from packs of savage princesses.



Oh, and at some point Catra would take her face and tape it to her punching bag. She just wasn’t sure where that would fit into the timeline.



Screech’s morbid thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a door opening. She looked up, expecting to see the second-in-command’s furious visage, only to be met instead by the smiling face of Force Captain Scorpia.



“Hi, everybody!”



The cadets, silenced by their collective confusion, didn’t respond.



“Sorry about the wait, we’re just having a few technical difficulties.” A scuffling sound came from the hallway, and Scorpia poked her head out to investigate. “Oh, nevermind, here they come now!”



Scorpia stepped out of the way of the door, allowing two other figures to enter. The first Screeched recognized not by name but by reputation. She was an engineer of some kind, and from all accounts she was quite mad. Her long, purple hair moved unnaturally, dragging along a tangle of wires to a terminal on the wall, ignoring the interface entirely to wire them directly into the system. Behind her, scuttling along the ground was a large security robot, though there was something… off about it. It moved strangely, less like something following strict programming and more like an animal happily plodding along after its master.



This did not bode well for Screech. Everyone knew that these were to of the second-in-command’s best. If they were here, there was little doubt in Screech’s mind that it was at Catra’s bidding.



Perhaps her punishment would be more complex than she’d thought.



“Got it!”



The engineer withdrew from the terminal, lifting the metal mask covering her face and gracing Scorpia with a toothy grin.



“Great!” said Scorpia. “I’ll let Catra know we’re ready to start!”



Scorpia reached out with a claw, grabbing a communicator and pressing it to her ear.



“Hello, Catra?” she spoke into the device. “Yeah, it’s me. Uh-huh, yup, Entrapta just got it set up, so we’re good to go when you are. Anyway, how are you doing? I know it’s only been a few minutes, but it feels like hours since we’ve—hello?”



Scorpia lowered the communicator. “She hung up. It’s funny, you know, she gets me with that one all the time, but I never see it coming! Classic Catra. Oh, it’s starting!”



The cadets’ attention was torn away from the bizarre spectacle as the giant monitor flashed to life. Displayed upon it were images of the training room, taken from all sorts of angles covering every inch of the facility. Princesses (or their robotic equivalent, anyway) patrolled the simulated woodland, preparing to blast the next Horde soldier that dared get in their way.



“I knew it,” muttered the red haired cadet, earning him a volley of glares from the others. Talking out of turn would only get them in more trouble… though in Screech’s case she wasn’t sure that would matter.



A voice came through the speakers. “Training exercise initiated.”



One of the video feeds showed the door to the training room opening, but instead of the group of cadets unaware that they were about to get the worst time in the test’s history, there was a figure, standing alone with her hip cocked, practically dripping in confidence.



The blond cadet gasped. “Is that—?”



“Begin,” said the voice, and before anyone could ask why second-in-command Catra was taking the test alone (or why she was taking it at all), she was gone.



“Did she just turn invisible?” asked a portly, black haired cadet.



“No,” said the redhead, “look! She’s up there! No, shoot, she’s gone again!”



Catra’s silhouette darted from feed to feed, never staying still for more than a second or two as she moved silently from tree to tree. The princesses seemed as confused as the cadets: some of them simply carried on their patrols, unaware that their quarry was among them; while others fired wildly into the air, none coming anywhere close to hitting their target.



It didn’t take long for Catra to reach the edge of the simulated forest and enter the clearing where the final battle (a battle the cadets had heard of but had failed to reach) was set to begin. She changed her strategy, abandoning stealth in favor of a mad dash to the center, where the final robot—the queen—rose ominously into the air. It fired upon her, but Catra nimbly dodged between the beams of energy and danced over the hexes on the floor that threatened to give way beneath her. She leapt into the air, extending her standard-issue electric quarterstaff and plunging it deep into the queen’s mechanical heart.



The robot shook and sputtered, sending out gouts of sparks from its fatal wound. Catra sprung off, sending the queen tumbling back into the pit below as she flipped through the air, landing gracefully at on the precipice.



“Training exercise successfully completed.”



The cadets stared, mouths agape.



“What was that?” asked the blond cadet.



“That,” said Scorpia, “was a successful training exercise. And a new record, too! Oh, Catra’s going to be so excited!”



“Wait, hold up!” exclaimed the redhead. “How did she complete the exercise? She only blew up, like, one robot!”



The black haired cadet cleared their throat. “The objective of the exercise wasn’t to blow up all the robots. It was to infiltrate an enemy controlled area and eliminate eliminate a key target. So she—”



“Eliminated the target.”



Every head in the room turned as they heard Catra’s voice. She stood leaning on the doorframe, her arms folded and her tail drifting lazily back and forth behind her. She was smiling, but it was a cocky, almost predatory smile that only served to deepen Screech’s unease. Had that all been a display of power? An excuse to show the cadets (and Screech in particular) exactly who they were dealing with? There were rumors in the barracks that Catra was a poor replacement for Shadow Weaver, that she was promoted not on her own merits, but due to the failings of her predecessor, but after what they’d just seen, Screech doubted anyone would ever dare voice those rumors again.



“Catra!” said Scorpia. “That was incredible! All the jumping and sneaking, and then that flip at the end! Just wow!”



“Thanks, Scorpia,” said Catra, rolling her eyes, “but the point of that wasn’t just for me to show off. Does anyone know what it was?”



Screech bit her lip, keeping her theories on mass intimidation to herself.



When no one else spoke up, either, Catra sighed. “Look, I’ve observed a lot of these tests since I became a force captain, and I do mean a lot. Do you have any idea how many times I’ve watched cadets—juniors and seniors—just run in and get blasted by the princesses?”



The blond cadet raised her hand. “A lot?”



Catra snapped her fingers and pointed finger-guns at the cadet. “Bingo.”



“So, what?” asked the redhead. “You’re telling us we should be sneakier?”



“What?” said Catra. “No. I did it that way because moving quickly and quietly is what I’m good at. If Scorpia was taking the test, she’d probably have an easier time smashing all the robots with her claws, and if Entrapta took it she’d probably… I don’t know, hack all the robots and make them fight each other, or something.”



The engineer, or Entrapta, as she’d been called, let out a snorting laugh. “If I’d hacked them all I wouldn’t make them fight, because they’d all be under my control! Instead, I would—”



“Anyway,” said Catra, cutting her off, “the point is that you’re going to come up against a lot of problems in your life, and you’re going to have to make decisions. Sometimes someone will tell you the best thing to do, and other times that person will be dead wrong.



“Things are changing around here. You don’t know who’s going to fall from grace or who’s going to step up. I’m not like Shadow Weaver, I used to be a cadet just like you. I got in a lot of trouble because I’d do things differently, because I wasn’t perfect.” She practically spat the last word, her voice dripping with venom.



“...But look at me now: I’m Lord Hordak’s second-in-command. Not because I was the perfect little soldier, but because I wasn’t. I did things my way, not anyone else’s, and I’m better off for it.”



Catra closed her eyes and scratched the back of her neck. “Look, I’m not good at making speeches, or whatever. I just wanted to say that sometimes it’s okay to mess up. It’s not easy figuring out what your way is—trust me, I’m still working on it—but if you need help… well, unlike some people, I’m not going anywhere.”



Catra paused for a moment, as if lost in thought, before continuing.



“Anyway, that’s pretty much all I wanted to say. You can all go back to your… what was it, weapons drills? Yeah, that was it. Dismissed.”



The cadets didn’t need to be told twice. They swarmed the door, already abuzz with conversation.



“I knew we weren’t in trouble.”



“Uh-huh.”



“I did!”



“Sure, whatever. But what was all that stuff about doing it your way? Isn’t that, like, the exact opposite of what they taught us in basic?”



Screech spared a glance over her shoulder as they filed out of the room. Catra appeared to be fending off Scorpia, who was doing her best to wrap her superior in a big, almost assuredly bone-crushing hug. Screech tried and failed to stifle a laugh, and to her horror accidentally locked eyes with the second-in-command herself.



Oh no. She turned, making a desperate dash out the door when she heard it.



“Cadet Screech,” said Catra, “a word.”



Screech’s shoulders slumped. Almost immediately her team distanced themselves from her, like she was carrying some sort of plague. She couldn’t blame them.



She walked back towards Catra, dragging her feet on the floor as she approached her inevitable doom. With a wave, Catra dismissed Scorpia and Entrapta, who followed the rest of the cadets out of the room, closing the door behind them.



Catra placed her hands on her hips, looking down at the young cadet before her.



“Do you—”



“I’m sorry!” Screech blurted out. “I know I shouldn’t have gone in your room, but I swear I didn’t know it was yours! The door was open and I saw the big gem thing and the punching bag and I—”



“It’s okay.”



“—please don’t banish me to the whispering woods, I’m too young to—wait, what?”



“It’s okay,” repeated Catra.



Screech blinked. “You’re not mad?”



“Oh, I was really mad,” said Catra, “but that wasn’t your fault. Not entirely, anyway.”



Screech rubbed her face on her sleeve. Through all that blubbering she hadn’t even realized she’d been crying. “A-am I in trouble?”



Catra shook her head. “Don’t get me wrong, if you get caught snooping around places you’re not supposed to again, you’ll definitely get in trouble. So,” she said, and shot Screech a playful wink, “don’t get caught.”








As Cadet Screech disappeared out the door of the observation room, Catra let out a long sigh of relief.



She wasn’t sure that anything she’d said had gotten through to them—heck, she wasn’t sure if any of it had made sense at all!—but it didn’t matter. When Hordak had promoted her to his second-in-command, she received more than just power, she received an opportunity. Shadow Weaver had used that opportunity to torture, to punish, and to hurt. She’d spent years chipping away at Catra, and who knows how many others before her, and where had it gotten her?



Catra wouldn’t make that mistake. She wouldn’t run from her problems like Adora had, no, she would take the opportunity she’d been given and she’d use it to make sure no one would ever have to suffer like she had. She’d take that opportunity—that responsibility—to turn the Horde from something she’d spent her life resenting into something she could actually be proud of. She might not always know exactly what to do, but that was okay.



She’d figure it out, and she’d do it her way.
      

      
   
      The Castle Courtyard


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      The Master's Tools


      

      
      
         The sound of thunder broke across the evening sky above the Liminal Woods. It swelled out of the east, rose like the sun toward the vault of heaven, and finally drifted westward over Bright Moon. It faded for a moment, lost as the wind shifted or the layers of the atmosphere conspired to reflect it back into space, then returned with a vengeance. Louder, closer, back toward the Liminal Woods, completing a great circle around the middle kingdoms.



Razz squinted at the sky. Though it was cloudless and the stars had not yet emerged to confuse her rheumy eyes, she couldn’t spot the intruder. “I don’t see it.”



The Eternian guard posted by Razz’s door looked up from her tablet. Her feline ears twitched, and those golden eyes scanned the twilight. Finally, she raised a paw and pointed. “There. About to cross above that peak. Two finger-widths above the horizon.” 



“Huh.” Razz followed the claw, found the mountain, and waited. Sure enough, a few seconds later a dark dot crossed her view. It sparkled occasionally as the flat panes in its sails caught the setting sun and scattered its rays all across the world below. “How’d you find it?”



The guard was already back to reading her tablet. Red flashing text scrolled across the glass to the beat of panic. “It’s a scout craft. They travel almost the speed of sound. You have to look ahead of the thunder to see them.”



Ah. “Such magic they have.”



“Not magic.” The guard didn’t even look up. “Technology.”



Razz had heard that word before. It seemed a useless distinction – if magic and technology could both give life to metal and set it flying through the air, what was the difference? She’d grown old enough now to understand that small-but-glaring differences could mask enormous but subtle similarities. In the past she might’ve launched into such a lecture for the young guard, but the poor thing seemed busy enough with her tablet. And exhausted. And hungry. Razz wondered if there was much left in the pantry to share.



A new sound intruded before she could go check the larder. A high-pitched whine that shook her teeth; a discordant brassy peal of wounded trumpets heralding the arrival of something new, greater and filled with malice. She and the guard looked up at the sky, where a pair of crescent moon silhouettes cut across the stratosphere. They passed directly above the Liminal Woods, their course bending slowly toward Bright Moon.



“Condor-class bombers,” the guard said. “Too low, though. They must not know we repaired the lances. They’ll hit the engagement zone in a few—”



Whatever else she had to say was lost in an explosion of light. The sky turned bright as day. A rainbow-colored flash cut a straight line from the horizon to the bombers, leaving Razz blind and blinking away spotted afterimages. They danced in her vision, bleeding through all the colors of a bruise. When she looked back at the sky there was only one silhouette, standing on edge as it turned back east. A rain of debris was all that remained of the other. The larger pieces glowed all the way to the ground.



“How many people are in those?” Razz asked.



The guard shrugged. “Ten, maybe? Sometimes it’s just robots. Either way, good riddance.”



The casual cruelty cut deep. Razz closed her eyes. “Such a loss.”



A snort. “For the Horde. More losses like that and we might’ve won the war.”



“We will win yet. You must have faith, young friend.”



“I had faith. It got me here.” The guard glanced down at her tablet, tapped something out, and walked out onto the terrace. She might’ve been graceful once, but her prosthetic legs allowed only a hobbled, stuttering gait now. Another loss, so small in the course of things that it scarcely merited notice, especially as the cremated remains of ten souls fell like snow onto the woods.



“The Queen will be here soon,” the guard said. “Wait inside, please.”



It was phrased like a request, but it really wasn’t. Razz gave the sky a final look and retreated back into her home to await Bright Moon’s master.








There was no way Queen Angella could fit through the door of Razz’s house without stooping. Razz was a small woman, bent with age, and the queen was a titan even before one factored her wings and armor into the equation. Really, it was a miracle she could pass the threshold without crawling. 



Specifically, the Queen was in possession of the miracle known as power. She grasped the lintel with a single hand and lifted, cracking the the oak beams as casually as one might brush aside a shower curtain. Her shoulder struck the doorframe a passing blow and left a shoulder-shaped hole. Dust rained down from the ceiling. The floorboards shook with each gentle kiss of her silver boots.



She approached the table without preamble, pulled out a chair, and sat. Something cracked, and for a tense moment it looked like the chair might surrender to gravity. But the First Ones smiled on Razz (or, rather, her furniture), and with a final creak of protest, it held.



In all the kingdoms of Eternia, the bards sang, there was not a woman so fair as Queen Angella, whose voice could charm a thousand suitors and whose face inspire a thousand sculptors. Never had so rare and radiant a maiden graced the world but that when she was born the First Ones themselves were struck dumb with awe, and they touched Angella with their power, choosing her as one of the new world’s immortal lords. A love-struck angel begged her to take his wings. The sun itself blessed her hair to shine with its own light. The birds fell silent in her wake, ashamed of the feeble worthlessness of their song.



The last time Razz had seen her, the Queen was wearing a comfortable silk robe faintly adorned with the crest of Bright Moon. Fit for a queen, but not a warrior – now she wore the famed and terrible Cota de Plata de la Luna, a suit of silver armor that paid tribute only to power. It was brutal and stark and beautiful in the way a well-crafted knife or drop of blood could be beautiful. It cared nothing for the queen’s femininity; its solid, blank breast obliterated any sense of sexuality. A man could have worn it just as easily, or even one of those magical robots the guard spoke of.



Part of the armor near the Queen’s right shoulder was melted. Streaks of black carbon graced the rest. Razz wondered if they would buff out easily or need to be painted over.



The Queen set her helm on the table. It was large enough that Razz couldn’t have lifted it with both arms. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and didn’t move.



Razz waited. She looked at the guard, who just shrugged.



No help there, then. She cleared her throat, and when that got nothing, she spoke. “Your majesty?”



Angella woke with a start. The chair creaked again and sank a few inches. They stared at each other.



Finally, “I’m sorry. Razz, is it? Thank you for welcoming me.”



Welcoming? It took all of Razz’s willpower not to look at her battered door. “Anything for Bright Moon’s Queen.”



“It’s funny you should say that.” The Queen held out her hand, and the guard passed her a tablet. She flipped through a few virtual pages. “You’re ignoring my order to evacuate the Liminal Woods.”



“Well, almost anything, then.”



“Why?”



“Aside from the fact that it is my home and people, as a general rule, are attached to their homes? Perhaps that it is a queen’s duty to protect their subjects, not force them into retreat?”



“I am protecting you. Everything I have done these past four years has been to protect Bright Moon. It does not please me to ask this of my people, but I must. No one can stay in these woods.”



Razz tutted. She stood and gestured for the queen to remain seated. For a few minutes they were silent as Razz went through the ritual motions of setting out tea for her guest, and a bowl of sugar, and a tourene of honey, and a plate of tiny crumpets seasoned with wild ginger plucked from her lawn. She boiled the water and steeped the leaves and added only a bit of sugar, because she suspected the Queen was not a woman who needed much of that, and when everything was properly done she sat again.



“I’m sorry,” she said. “I should’ve had that ready when you arrived. You were saying?”



The Queen ignored the tea. “I said you’re leaving. Today.”



“And why should I do that?”



“Because the Horde is coming.” The queen put the tablet on the table and waved her hand in the air above it. A map appeared, floating serene as you please above the tea. “The Liminal Woods lie on Hordak’s path to Bright Moon. All our attempts to stall them have failed, and—”



“They’ve come before.” It was impolite to interrupt a queen, but it was also impolite to try and kick someone out of their own house, so Razz figured they were even. “They fight, they lose, they leave. So it was, so it will be again.”



“We won’t be here to fight them this time. Bright Moon can’t afford to match the horde soldier for soldier. They eat their losses like a rich meal, while we mourn every single death. Facing them on even terrain is a fool’s errand.”



“We outnumber them. The other princesses will send—”



Now the Queen interrupted. “The other princesses will do nothing. The Alliance is broken. Bright Moon is alone.”



Razz froze. A cold shock passed through her. “But… Plumeria?”



“Gone. Perfuma has sealed them within the forest. They are hiding with their precious trees and planning new peace celebrations.”



“Salineas, then?” Mermista was the first to join the Rebellion. She pledged every drop of water to King Micah. “She couldn’t abandon us.”



“She could. She has.” The Queen stood and took up her helm. The crown of her head nearly brushed Razz’s ceiling, so she refrained from putting it on just yet, but she made her way to the door. The guard stepped aside for them, and Razz followed her out.



Night had fallen in the Liminal Woods. Stars intruded on the eastern sky, thought not near the horizon, where the sickly glow of the Horde’s capital chased away darkness at all hours. The trees whispered their evening song as the wind danced through them.



“Mermista has closed the gate to her kingdom.” The Queen’s voice had lost its anger, its edge. She recited the turns against Bright Moon with all the emotion of an accountant summing figures. “So too Dryl, and the Kingdom of Snows. They’ve all forsworn their oaths to King Micah, for he is dead. He fell in battle three days past.”



The breath fled from Razz’s lungs. She closed her eyes. When she could finally speak, it was only to whisper, “I’m sorry.”



No answer. The queen stared at the eastern horizon for long minutes. She might have been a statue – Razz couldn’t even see her breathe.



A faint, distant thunder broke the silence. They all turned to follow it. The same scout aircraft from before, perhaps, invisible now in the dark of night.



“Do not mourn for him,” Angella said. Each word sounded ripped from her heart. “He died as he would have wanted, fighting for the freedom of all Eternians. He is the luckiest of us.”



Razz was an old woman. Not as old as the immortal Queen, of course, but old still. She felt the centuries creaking in her bones on cold mornings; she sifted through memories like a librarian through a catalogue of books. Some days it took her hours to remember what had happened the day before, so preoccupied was she with events decades ago. And those years had given her the wisdom necessary to see a lie so plainly spoken. And also the wisdom to let it pass unchallenged.



“He is,” Razz said. The words tasted like sawdust. “But we cannot stop fighting now. That will invite the Horde to chase us to the ends of the world.”



“We won’t have to fight them. These woods will become our shield. An impenetrable barrier keeping out our foes.”



Razz looked around at the woods. It was dark, but not so dark she couldn’t make out the tall, stately trunks of each tree. They were beech and maple and ash and there were sycamores in the low areas that filled with water after the rain and atop the hills there were groves of cedar. The most threatening thing about the Liminal Woods was the wild rose bushes that grew in places. A child could walk from one end of the woods to the other in a day.



“I’m not sure they can do all that,” she said.



“Not yet. But they will.”



“What do you mean?” A faint sense of alarm grew within her, crowding out the shock of King Micah’s death. “What are you doing, Angella?”



“I’m doing what I have to.” She reached into her armor, and when she pulled out her hand light leaked from her closed fist, like she had caught a falling star. Its cold glow cast giant shadows on the trees around them. A true fragment of the Moonstone. With it, Angella could wield powers matched only by a handful of beings on all of Eternia.



“Just as you will,” Angella continued. “You will leave the Liminal Woods and let me transform them. They will become our wall, an impregnable barrier behind which Bright Moon may thrive unmolested. And woe to our enemies who trespass within them.”



“Your majesty, no.” Razz laid a hand on the Queen’s arm – it was the highest point she could reach. “This is a mistake. We cannot defeat Hordak by hiding from him. Go back to the other princesses, rally them. They fought for Micah and they will fight for you as well. They just need someone who will lead them. Otherwise the horde will devour us one by one!”



Angella shrugged her off. “My duty is to defend Bright Moon. The other kingdoms must protect themselves. We’ve learned the cost of fighting Hordak, and it is too high to bear. Better this… stalemate, than to constantly bleed.”



“You don’t understand what you’re doing, Angella.” Razz ignored the glare from the guard and stepped in front of the Queen. “These woods aren’t just trees. They are a living part of Eternia, as much its spirit as you or I! There are First One archives here, just waiting the Hero’s return! You would pervert that? Destroy it, twist it into something unnatural? Risk our best chance at defeating the Horde?”



“The Hero.” Angella closed her eyes. “You know, Razz, I once thought Micah might be the one? His spirit seemed so pure. So brave. So kind. Who else could deserve it more? I asked myself that, and the answer is: no one. There is no one left in this fallen world who deserves the Hero’s power.”



“They will come—”



“Then they will be too late!” The Queen’s eyes snapped open and pinned Razz on the spot. “I know you, Razz. I know you are more than just some old woman living in the woods. Don’t think you can deceive me with platitudes and promises of a hero to come. If they were going to save us, they should have appeared by now, before so many died!”



“I…” Razz swallowed. “I am just an old woman, your majesty. Maybe I know something of magic, maybe I do not. But I know for certain that we must have faith that the Hero will return. Not in our time, but in hers. Until then, we must endure. We must fight. We need someone to make the hard choices that—”



“Hard choices?” The Queen barked out a hollow, joyless laugh. “You speak to me of hard choices? I sent my husband to his death! And what have we gained? The loss of our allies, the destruction of our army, and the enemy at our doorstep. I am sick of making hard choices! I only have one left, and it is very easy, and if you will not leave, you will be a part of it!”



The Queen opened her hand. The true fragment of the Moonstone filled the woods with light like the dawn, but it was a cold dawn, silver and empty and cruel. It floated there, contemptuous of gravity, rising higher with each heartbeat, and with each heartbeat its light grew in strength. Soon Razz could not stare straight at it, and she held up a hand to shield her eyes.



“Angella, please!” The air was filled with a roaring whisper, as if all the people in the world were muttering in her ears. The sound swept out from the clearing into the woods. “This is what Hordak wants! To divide us! He wants us to build walls, not just against him, but against each other! These are his tools!”



Angella couldn’t have heard her, not over the cacophony, over the billion whispers pouring out of the Moonstone fragment. But the Queen turned to her nevertheless, and she spoke, and somehow Razz heard.



“Then he is wise.”



And then the time for speech was over, and the time of whispers began. They spilled out from the moonstone without end, a torrent that soaked into the trees, filling them, growing them, twisting them. Making them something greater than they were, something no longer of nature but out of nature, and the woods a wound in the world, a vast, bleeding maw that chattered and whispered and seduced and whispered and rumored and whispered and whispered and whispered until nothing remained in Razz’s mind but whispers and the promise given by Queen Regent Angella, Master of Bright Moon, First of the Immortals and the world’s last, best hope against the Horde. And that promise came true.



She became a part of the woods.
      

      
   
      (Don't) Let Go


      
      
      
         
         A Part of Something Greater

      
      

      

      
      
         The last thing she hears before the enemy pounces is the creak of a bough.



She turns, her sword morphing at a thought into a shield as she brings it around – barely in time to catch the impact of the wild girl flinging herself down from the canopy. The force almost knocks her from her feet. She digs her heels in, dirt parting around them, dewy grass brushing up against her ankles. Her opponent rights herself, and even in the dark shadows of the Whispering Woods her eyes shine, calculating, hungry.



She sees the next blow coming and ducks, claws snatching at the space where her cheek was as she kicks out. The wild girl jumps over her leg like a skipping rope, tail brushing across her thigh. She keeps spinning, pulling herself up, raising her shield again to catch the next strike, and she’s on the defensive again, scrambling back from the furious onslaught.



She dodges right as the enemy lunges forward, and reaches out to grab at her back in the brief moment that she’s recovering. She pulls, her opponent stumbling and falling to the ground. She can barely conceal a smirk as she strides confidently over, shield transforming back into sword, blade held tauntingly before the fallen girl’s neck.



She doesn’t expect the flurry of limbs that knocks the Sword of Protection from her grasp and pulls her to the forest floor. Her eyes widen as claws pin her shoulders down, wrestling her to the ground. Then they’re panting, rolling, swiping, clambering, a mass of limbs writhing in the shadows.



Only one comes out on top, as their hearts race and breaths heave. The wild girl bares her teeth, smirking…



“Hey Mara.”



Two words, half-whispered, and the rush of adrenaline that had kept her mind so focused on the moment fades.



“Keira!” It was meant to be a warning, that patronising tone one uses with children when they misbehave as a shorthand for disappointment, but her breath catches in her throat as claws trace circles on her wrists. “Really? Here?”



“Awww, are you mad you lost?” Keira leans down to nuzzle at her cheek, brushing her lips along her jaw. Mara snorts, lying back on the grass as Keira relaxes on top of her.



“No,” she lies. “I’m mad you’re trying to turn my training session into a make-out-with-Keira session again. This is supposed to be important!”



“You know,” Keira begins, trailing a claw lazily up Mara’s forearm, “you said the same thing on Monday, but I also remember someone begging me not to stop—”



Mara crashes her lips to Keira’s, feeling the low vibrations of a stifled chuckle. Training could wait, after all. It always did.







“And where, exactly, were you this morning?”



Queen Angella’s voice is tired and heavy, and Mara can’t blame her. Kneeling on the floor of the royal court, her head tilted low – in reverence, and to hang her fringe between them as a veil – she swallows. It’s the third time this week that she’s snuck out of Bright Moon, and the third time this week she was caught sneaking back in.



“Training, your majesty.” She keeps her eyes fixed firmly to the floor.



“In the Whispering Woods?”



“The terrain there is difficult. It’s more varied than just running around Bright Moon.”



“And you were alone?”



It always came back to Keira. Mara had asked – pleaded – more times than she could count for her partner to join her in Bright Moon for training. The response was always the same: “One ex-bandit is quite enough, thank you.”



Mara grits her teeth. “Yes, your majesty.”



“Walk with me.”



The guards dissipate almost immediately – the command for privacy not so much implicit as practiced – and Mara looks up to see Angella step down from her throne with an airy grace, and stride toward the balcony. Mara scrambles to her feet, almost jogging to keep pace.



The balcony was a large, open walkway that wound around the towers of Bright Moon like a snake. Walking it, it was said, was an act of meditation, blocking out the sights and sounds of the busy castle to focus on the slow, deliberate act of placing one foot in front of another. In times gone by, pilgrims would come from around Etheria to spend a day pacing it.



It felt almost wrong to be power-walking along it, even following Queen Angella. Not that Mara would ever say it out loud, though some part of her wonders if that even mattered. Angella always had seen right through her.



When Angella stops, it comes as a relief. Beneath them, the Whispering Woods sprawl out into the distance.



“I have always tried to trust She-Ra, whoever she may be.” Angella’s voice is quiet, now, barely a whisper. Mara almost has to strain to hear her. “I’ve trusted all of you to know what you needed, to do whatever you needed, to protect Etheria’s balance. It hasn’t always been easy, and I haven’t always got it right.



“But you, Mara? Sometimes I worry about you. I’ve never met a She-Ra before who couldn’t put their own needs aside for Etheria’s sake, but I always worry that you’re going to abandon us all for this Keira girl.”



Mara swallows again, biting back her response.



“I know it’s peacetime. I know that the role of She-Ra feels so irrelevant now, but you have a duty to be prepared. You have a duty to learn. I will help you in any way that I can, Mara, but you have to be willing to ask.”



“I didn’t ask for any this.”



“I know. I’m sorry.”







That night, Mara dreams in crystal.







“I don’t know how you expect to find this place.” Keira, ever the optimist, grumbles behind her. “We literally grew up in these woods and I’ve never seen anything like that.”



“I know it’s here.” Ducking beneath a branch, Mara pushes forward through the underbrush. “It wasn’t just a dream, it was a message. Just like when I found the sword, remember?”



“Yeah, I remember,” Keira says. “I still think we should have ignored that one, too.”



Mara smirks, stopping to turn around. “But I thought you liked She-Ra. What was it you said about my biceps?”



There’s something incredibly satisfying about seeing Keira turn bright red, and Mara loves every moment of it.



“Shut up and keep walking,” Keira growls, refusing to make eye contact. Mara grins, but obeys. They walk in comfortable silence, until Mara feels a gentle tug on the back of her tunic.



“What is it?”



“Left,” comes the whispered reply. Mara tilts her head, but sees nothing.



“You sure?”



Keira nods, and Mara pulls the sword from her back. A few muttered words and a slice start to clear a path through the heavy bushes, and her now-heightened senses can see the gentle, pulsing light on the other side. With one last reassuring look back at Keira, she ploughs forward, trying to make sure she clears a path wide enough for Keira to fit comfortably through behind her.



When they come out into a clearing, Mara stops. It’s all she can do. In front of them, a gleaming crystal ruin stands tall, glowing with pale blue light, and it’s like some force beyond herself is beckoning her towards it – she reaches her hand back, and Keira holds on, anchoring her.



“Huh.”



She’s not sure which of them spoke. She licks at her lips, her mouth dry.



“So how do we get in?”







running faster, tripping, scrambling, moving, away, get away



Mara is panting. Thorns scratch through her tunic, mud and blood mixing on torn fabric. She has to find Keira. Where is Keira? Let go. She can’t get that damn voice out of her head, it’s everywhere.



You have to let go, Mara. Etheria is at stake.



Where is Keira?



She pushes past another low-hanging branch, revealing a cliff-edge that she barely has time to stop herself falling down. Instead, she trips, landing on her belly, her arm wrapping instinctively around a thick root, her feet dangling over nothingness.



Let go.



Mara smiles, despite herself, and despite the voice in her head that won’t go away. Perhaps not the best advice right now, Light.



One calming breath. Another. Mara pulls herself up, rising to her feet, and brushes down her tunic. Another breath. Another.



There is one rule to finding your way through the Whispering Woods: pick a direction, and walk. The direction didn’t matter, and the more you thought about it the more likely you were to get lost – she’d spoken with some soldiers from Bright Moon who had spent weeks lost in the woods after an arrogant captain assured Queen Angella that he could explore further and return safely with the aid of a compass. The woods have a magic all of their own, and they always take you to where you need to be.



Another breath, and Mara strides back into the trees, ignoring the repeated pleas in her head to let go. The woods would take her to Keira. They always did.







The woods take her to a cottage, which was decidedly not Keira.



“You know, dearie, you remind me a lot of my Flora.” The old woman – Razz, she thinks, although she’s not quite sure if that’s a name or mad mutterings – smiles as she pours a mug of what looks like tea, though Mara has to force a smile as the stench wafted towards her. “And I don’t just mean the sword.”



It takes a moment for that to settle in.



“You… you knew the last She-Ra?”



“Yes, Flora. Come on now, drink up.”



“What was she like?” Mara leans forward, forgetting the smell for a moment in her excitement. For all the talk around Bright Moon of her predecessors, of how they’d saved and protected Etheria for centuries, she’d never once heard any of their names. She sips at the tea – sweet, bitter, nothing like its scent – and gazes at Razz with wide eyes.



“Flora was a smart young woman. Kind, gentle. She cared for those around her who were suffering. Great fondness for the word ‘umm’. She had energy and strength, but not direction. I always tried to tell her to find that.”



Razz coughs, and takes a gulp of tea. “When I first met her, she was very young. Just about came up to my hips! She was a bit of a romantic, bless her soul – always talking about growing up and falling in love and getting married. She had this little fire in her eyes when she’d talk about it.”



“Did she?” Mara breathes.



“No.” Razz frowns. “The fire dimmed, and then the fire died, and whenever I asked her about it she said she’d had to let go of childish dreams.”



They sit in silence for a while, sipping at their tea, thinking.



“Your friend—”



“Partner.”



“Your partner,” Razz continues. “She’s out there in the woods somewhere, right?”



Mara nods, defeated. “But it’s fine, really, I’m sure. We grew up here, I’m sure she’s safe. And besides, maybe it’s for the best. Light Hope said I have to—”



“Phooey,” Razz says, her voice creaking and spluttering but defiant. “You don’t have to do anything that you don’t want to! You’re your own woman, Mara. Don’t let a magical sword of destiny get between you and being you.”



Mara opens her mouth to reply – to say that she has a duty to Etheria, to say that Angella needs to be able to trust her, to say that she needs to be able to trust herself – and then shuts it. Why couldn’t she trust herself? Why was she suddenly so uncertain?



Let go, Mara.



Why? Why should she let go? She only wanted to protect Etheria because she wanted to protect Keira! How could letting go help her?



Her breath hitched.



“Come,” Razz says, putting down her mug of tea and drawing herself up to her full height. She rested a hand on Mara’s shoulder, and gently pinched at her cheek with the other, a warm, sad smile on her face. “We’re going to pick berries, and if we’re very lucky maybe the woods will bring us to your friend, hmm?”
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